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Introduction


Without going too far out on a limb I would venture that there probably isn’t a Loch Ness Monster, or a sasquatch, but I can assure you that there really is such a thing as “communication skills.” No less than there are skilled auto mechanics, chess players, and Olympic gymnasts, there are individuals who possess abilities that make them particularly adept at producing and processing messages. You’ve probably met people who seem to have a knack for knowing just what to say (and how to say it), and you probably know people who are keenly perceptive and insightful in understanding where another person is “coming from” and what that person is feeling, thinking, and trying to say. Conversely, it is almost certainly true that you also know people hampered by communication-skill deficits: Those who say exactly the wrong thing, in the wrong way, at the wrong time; people whose nonverbal behaviors are awkward and distracting, and those who seem “thick as a brick” when it comes to understanding what other people are saying, thinking, and feeling.


This book is for readers with an interest in what it means to be a “skilled communicator” – people who are curious about what differentiates the behavior of those who are especially socially adept from their counterparts who struggle in their interactions with others. More specifically, my intended audiences are, first, those people who want to gain a better understanding of their own communication strengths and weaknesses (and who, presumably, want to learn how to improve them), and, second, those interested in assessing and enhancing the communication skills of others (as, for example, in making hiring decisions and in assisting employees in improving their job-related communication skills). As the title suggests, then, this book is written for students and professionals in fields such as organizational leadership, human resources, sales, customer relations, training, counseling, education, health-care, the ministry, and so on – in short, any and all professions that require interacting effectively with others.


Obviously, “human communication” takes place in a great many (and in ever-expanding) ways – people talk to each other on the phone, they text, they Facetime, they even pass notes in class when the teacher isn’t looking … This book has something to say about communication skill in all of the ways that people “message” each other, but the primary focus here is on face-to-face interactions. And this is for the simple reason that such encounters afford the fullest array of message cues and resources. Face-to-face interactions bring into play features of behavior and sources of information that are not typically available via other modes of communication. To take an easy example, later in this book we’ll see that the time it takes to formulate and produce a message (measured in fractions of a second) is an important index of communication skill, but texts and emails tell us virtually nothing about the time it took a person to formulate those messages. Skillful communicators have a feeling for establishing “just the right” interpersonal distance – they don’t stand too close or too far from their conversational partners (and they are able to deal with intrusions on their space by others), but as socially important as it is, interpersonal distance only comes into play when people speak face-to-face. When we directly engage another person we can see his entire body, fidgeting hands and all, and not just his face on a screen. And these examples are just the start. What other interpersonal context or medium makes available communication channels such as touch and smell?


Bottom line, the dynamics of face-to-face interactions give us the broadest foundation we’re likely to find for addressing the nature of communication skills and processes of skill improvement; in essence, such interactions give us a “full playbook” to work from. So, the primary focus here is with the quality of people’s behavior in job interviews (on both sides of the desk), problem-solving groups, parent–child interactions, intimate relationships and friendships, and so on. But again, many of the principles developed in what follows apply to other communication contexts and media, including one-to-many interactions (such as public speaking), asynchronous mediated interactions (e.g., texts and voicemails), and even “one-way” messaging from mass-media broadcasts.




Four Things Everybody Already Knows about Communication Skills


Let’s start with four basic observations about communication skill – points so obvious and so fundamental, that, as you read the next few paragraphs, I expect that your respective reactions to each one will be “of course,” “of course,” “of course,” and … “of course.”




Communication Can Be Done Well or Poorly


As I noted at the beginning of this Introduction, it should be readily apparent that there are differences in the quality of what people say and do. On one hand, some people are more socially adept than others, but it is also true that, for each one of us, our message behavior in some circumstances is “better” than on other occasions. As easy illustrations, think about times when you’ve been tired, distracted, or upset – and looking back, you realize that you could have done things differently (and better!). Later in the book we’ll examine the various factors that impinge on the quality of people’s message behavior, but for now the key point is simply to recognize that not all efforts at communication are “created equal.”






Communication Skills Matter


Building on the first assumption, it is not simply the case that our efforts at communication vary in quality, it is also the case that more skillful communication leads to a wide array desirable outcomes. We’ll examine this point in detail in Chapter 1, but the basic idea is simply that communicating in skillful ways is important because it makes our lives go better. As an obvious example, imagine an engaged or married couple with good communication skills who are able to resolve a problem in their relationship in a constructive, beneficial way that brings them closer together (and then contrast that image with the damage and pain that can come from handling relational problems poorly).






People Differ in Their Communication Skills


Our third fundamental assumption is one that we keep circling back to: The social interaction skills of some people are simply superior to those of others. Now, as straightforward as that claim might appear to be, there are actually two distinct points lurking beneath the surface here. To unpack this idea, consider that the term “communication skills” actually refers to a number of distinct abilities – there are skills involved in listening, in managing one’s nonverbal behaviors, in public speaking, in negotiating a sale, and on and on. The upshot is that a person adept in certain areas may have a deficit in others. I can attest from personal experience that there are folks out there who are keenly perceptive and empathetic, but can’t make “small talk” with a stranger at a party; there are educated and knowledgeable conversationalists who can’t tell a joke! So, one of the ways that “people differ in their communication skills” involves the particular “mix” of things they’re good at (and those where they may have difficulties).


The second line of thought embedded in the idea that people differ in their communication skills is that some people are more generally adept at social interaction than others. This doesn’t necessarily mean that they have strengths in all areas of communication skill, but, across the board, they just seem to “have a knack” for engaging with others. They seem poised, interested and interesting, even in some cases, downright charismatic. We’ll explore this idea in depth in Chapter 3 when we encounter the notion of “communication competence” and the idea that some people just “come across” as particularly effective and appropriate in their interactions with others.






Communication Skills Can Be Improved


Of the fundamental assumptions that shaped the development of this book, the most important is the simple proposition that skills can be improved. Just as with any other skill domain (think again about the auto mechanics and gymnasts mentioned in the first paragraph), a person’s abilities when it comes to social interaction can also be developed and refined. Like our first three foundational assumptions, the last could hardly be considered a “Newsflash!” – consider how many college courses are predicated on the simple notion that skills can be improved. In the field of Communication we teach courses in public speaking, interviewing, group discussion, and conflict resolution; in other disciplines, classes focus on bargaining and negotiation, counseling techniques, elementary school pedagogy, and on and on. Outside the walls and halls of academe, virtually every paperback self-help book on the rack at the airport is predicated, in one way or another, on the assumption that social interaction skills can be improved.








“Of all affairs …”


Stripped to barest essentials, this book addresses three fundamental questions. First, what are the characteristics of more (and less) skillful communication; second, why do people so often fail to communicate in “best possible” ways; and finally, how can communication skills be improved? The basic idea is that readers will gain some insight about their own communication strengths and weaknesses, and how they might improve in areas of weakness, and that, by extension, they will also be in a better position to assess and assist in improving the skills of others.


Beyond these very practical concerns, there is one additional consideration, more aesthetic in nature, that motived this project. The philosopher John Dewey (1926, p. 166) observed that “Of all affairs, communication is the most wonderful.” There is a beauty, order, and elegance to human interaction that often goes unnoticed and unappreciated. May the reader come to apprehend with a fresh perspective that which is so often taken for granted.
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1
The Communication Skills Paradox


A paradox consists of multiple true but seemingly contradictory propositions. And as soon as we undertake an examination of communication skill and skill enhancement we run smack dab into a curious paradox that involves not just two, but three, apparently contradictory points. Now standard practice in writing a book like this calls for the author to overview what’s coming in the rest of the chapter by telling the reader what those three “seemingly contradictory” points are. Not here. That would be like flipping to the last page of a mystery novel to find out “who done it.” So, instead, let’s just follow the story and examine each of the key “plot twists” in turn.




Communication Skills Matter


You almost certainly had a sense of it before you picked up this book, but as I noted in the Introduction, communication skills are important because a wide variety of positive life events and outcomes are associated with good communication skills. In fact, studies show that in virtually every aspect of people’s lives, skillful communicators tend to fare better than their less skilled counterparts. In what for many readers might be ascending order of importance, let’s consider what we know about the role of communication skills in: (a) professional and career success, (b) interpersonal relationships, and (c) personal happiness and well-being.




Communication Skills and Career Outcomes


It may be stating the obvious to assert that communication skills are related to positive outcomes in the workplace – and the benefits of social interaction skills kick in immediately – as soon as a job applicant shows up for an employment interview. Many studies make clear that interviewees’ oral communication skills (e.g., the ability to express one’s ideas clearly, verbal fluency, etc.) and nonverbal behaviors indicative of composure and enthusiasm (e.g., facial pleasantness, eye contact, gestures) contribute to more positive evaluations by employment interviewers (see, for example: Barrick, Dustin, Giluk, Stewart, Shaffer, & Swider, 2012; Burnett & Motowidlo, 1998; DeGroot & Gooty, 2009; Gifford, Ng, & Wilkinson, 1985; Howard & Ferris, 1996; Ugbah & Evuleocha, 1992; Young & Kacmar, 1998). In fact, one analysis of the research on employment-interview outcomes (Huffcutt, 2011) found that “social skills” is a stronger predictor of interview outcomes than direct job-related knowledge and ability!


And the workplace advantages associated with good communication skills don’t end once a person lands a job. Many professions – like sales, finance, consulting, and so on, depend crucially on a person’s ability to communicate effectively with clients. Other careers, engineering for example, typically place a premium on the ability to work effectively in team environments. It should not be surprising, then, to find that verbal and nonverbal communication skills are related to assessments of job performance (see, for example, Barrick, Shaffer, & DeGrassi, 2009; DeGroot & Motowidlo, 1999; Ferris, Witt, & Hochwarter, 2001; Hochwarter, Witt, Treadway, & Ferris, 2006; Penley, Alexander, Jernigan, & Henwood, 1991; Witt & Ferris, 2003). And perhaps more tangibly: Good communication skills are a key predictor of salary increases and career advancement (see, for example: Ferris, Witt, & Hochwarter, 2001; Penley, Alexander, Jernigan, & Henwood, 1991; Reinsch & Gardner, 2014; Sypher & Zorn, 1986). Companies, of course, are keenly aware of all this, and recruiters visiting college campuses report that communication skills are among the most important qualifications they are seeking in prospective hires (Maes, Weldy, & Icenogle, 1997; Peterson, 1997).


The point, again, is that communication skills matter, and we can see ample evidence in support of that premise in the studies that show that these skills are related to work and career success. But people’s lives are not solely defined by their jobs, and the case for the importance of communication skills becomes even stronger when we consider other aspects of our lives.






Communication Skills and Interpersonal Relationships


When I was a young man, maybe 30-years-old, and less than 10 years into my career, my Department Head, Dave Berg, asked me if I had heard about the fellow who, on his deathbed, said, “I wish I had spent more time at the office.” I said, “No” – and Dave responded, “Do you know why? (and he paused) … Because it never happened.” There is more to our lives than our jobs. And stepping outside the factory or office, the case for the importance of communication skills becomes even more compelling. Before reading any further, take a few moments to reflect on your current interpersonal relationships – your family relationships, your friendships, etc. – and think about how you are enriched by the people who populate your life (or how impoverished your life would be without them). What would your life be like without your friends, romantic partner, and other loved ones?


Communication is the “stuff” by which we build and define our relationships with others. Obviously this is true in the case of “voluntary” relationships, like friendships and romantic relationships, where affection, trust, respect, and so on, develop out of the ways that people communicate with each other. But it is also true of kinships (and work relationships) where you may not have a say in whether someone is your sibling (or co-worker), but your mutual message behavior will still define the nature and quality of that relationship.


It should be no surprise, then, to find that communication skills play a key role in establishing and maintaining strong and satisfying interpersonal relationships. As one scholar has noted, “There is no such thing as a high-quality interpersonal relationship based on bad communication” (Segrin, 2001, p. 214). And just as in the case of job interviews, communication skills can establish the course for the future of a relationship in the first few minutes. There are people who are engaging conversationalists – those who possess skills at “small talk” – and there are others who struggle to make casual conversation. If you’ve ever been introduced to someone who fell into the latter category, you probably have a good sense of the implications that skills at small talk can have for the development of interpersonal relationships: The odds are stacked against building a relationship if two people can’t find “something to talk about.”


In the early stages of getting to know someone, interaction skills related to smooth turn-taking, topic management, and conveying interest in what the other is saying, play an important role. As a relationship progresses into friendship, our expectations for what a friendship should provide come into play, and skills involving provision of emotional support, reciprocal self-disclosure, and confidentiality, for example, become increasingly important (see Samter, 2003). In the context of initiating dating and romantic relationships, Davis (1973) identifies six things (e.g., using appropriate “opening lines”) a person needs to accomplish when seeking to pursue a relationship. In ongoing romantic relationships Dindia and Timmerman (2003; see also Afifi & Coveleski, 2015) review research on identifying behaviors involved in deepening and maintaining intimate relationships.


Of particular interest are behaviors associated with more (and less) satisfying marriages. People (almost) always enter marriage with the expectation that their relationship will be an enduring source of support, mutual growth, and happiness. But of course we are all quite aware of the fact that, contrary to hopes and expectations, marriages are often fraught with conflict, disappointment, and pain – and many end in divorce. A great deal of research, then, has focused on identifying behaviors, and mutually enacted behavioral patterns, that distinguish strong, satisfying marriages from those that are distressed (see Kelly, Fincham, & Beach, 2003). Among the skills that appear to be particularly important in distinguishing happy and unhappy couples are those involved in dealing with conflict and disagreement (e.g., attentive listening, problem-solving, managing negative nonverbal emotional displays, etc.). In distressed couples, people are more likely to interrupt their spouses, exhibit hostility, give each other the “silent treatment,” and so on.


And the role of communication skills in close relationships may extend beyond their impact on relational satisfaction. It is one thing to be dissatisfied with your marriage; it is another to be the target of aggression, or even physical abuse. In a twist on the familiar adage that “the first man to raise a fist is the man who has run out of ideas,” the “Argumentative Skill Deficit Model” (see Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989; Infante & Rancer, 1996; Nicotera, 2015) suggests that people resort to aggression and violence when they lack the communication skills to achieve their goals in other ways.






Communication Skills and Personal Well-Being


A third approach to highlighting the importance of communication skills is to consider the role of social skills in fostering personal well-being. Intuitively, it simply stands to reason that if: (a) things are going well in your career and work-life, and (b) you enjoy good relationships with your significant other, friends, family, and co-workers, you’re likely to be a happier, more well-adjusted person. In fact, one prominent researcher in the area, Chris Segrin (2001, p. 214), has stated that, “The impact of social skills on interpersonal relationships, and in turn on mental health, simply cannot be overstated.”


Consider that, on the positive side, having close relationships is associated with happiness and life satisfaction (e.g., Myers, 2000) – and what can be better going through your day with a smile on your face and a lilt in your step? Conversely, poor social skills, and problematic interpersonal relationships in particular, have been shown to be associated with a range of mental health problems, including depression, eating disorders, substance abuse, and sexual dysfunction (Segrin, 2001; see also Arroyo & Segrin, 2013). Regarding the last of these, one review of relevant research showed that sexual offenders (e.g., rapists, pedophiles, etc.) had significantly lower social skills than non-offenders (Emmers-Sommer, et al., 2004).


So, evidence shows that good social skills play an important role in establishing and maintaining satisfying interpersonal relationships, and skills and relationships, in turn, contribute to psychological well-being. But, there is one more key point to be made here: The positive effects of skillfully managed interpersonal interactions extend even to a person’s physiological well-being. It is well-established, for example, that difficult interactions lead to production of stress hormones (see, for example, Aloia & Solomon, 2015; Robles & Kiecolt-Glaser, 2003; Robles, Shaffer, Malarkey, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 2006; Priem & Solomon, 2011), and that these stress reactions impact a wide range of health outcomes including blood pressure, immune system function, and cardiovascular disease (see Diener & Chan, 2011; Everson-Rose & Lewis, 2005; Puttonen, et al., 2008). In fact, studies show that, among married couples, hostile interactions even slow the healing of minor wounds (see Kiecolt-Glaser, et al., 2005).


And the effects of stress-related physiological responses extend even to longevity and mortality rates. In one study for example (Lund, Christensen, Nilsson, Kriegbaum, & Rod, 2014), researchers tracked a sample of almost 10,000 Danish men and women aged 36 to 52, over the course of 12 years. Their results showed that people who reported high levels of conflict with their spouses, family, and neighbors were two to three times more likely to have died during that time span! More generally, a wealth of evidence makes clear that contented people simply live longer, healthier lives (see Diener & Chan, 2011).






Checking Our Bearings


This is a good place to remind ourselves of where we’ve come so far. The purpose of the discussion to this point has been to make that case that communication skills matter – that abilities involved in interacting with other people should not be taken for granted or assumed to be unimportant – rather, those abilities have very real implications for the quality of a person’s life. As evidence to support this claim we’ve seen that social skills are related to: (a) professional and career success, (b) satisfying interpersonal relationships, and (c) personal mental and physical health.


Recall from the introduction to this chapter that a “paradox” consists of multiple, true, but seemingly contradictory statements. With the idea that “communication skills matter” in place, we’re ready to turn attention to the second element of the “communication skills paradox.”








Communication Performance Deficits are Common


On June 3, 2017 Alex Honnold completed a “free solo” ascent (no ropes, no helpers) of El Capitan in California’s Yosemite National Park – a feat that had never been accomplished before (and that many experienced rock climbers considered impossible). Climbing under such conditions obviously requires tremendous skill, courage, and self-discipline. What is interesting is that, among the community of free climbers who tackle the world’s most challenging ascents, skill deficits are rare. This is not to say that free climbers never fail or fall, but such incidents are not common. So, in the sport of free climbing we have a case where the stakes are high, and, as we would hope, performance failures are unusual. No paradox here.


By way of contrast, consider the case of interpersonal communication, where, as we have seen, the stakes can be high, but, despite this, time and again, we witness instances of sub-optimal performance. And therein lies a paradox: communication skills matter; communication performance deficits are common. In fact, the situation with communication skills is much more similar to driving a car than to free climbing: The skills required to operate an automobile are obviously (life and death) important, and yet a frighteningly large number of people are, quite frankly, incompetent drivers.




The Nature and Prevalence of Social Performance Deficits


From infancy on, we are all immersed in interaction with others. As a result of this ubiquity, communication may (at least in minds of some people) assume a “taken-for-granted” quality – it is something that “just comes naturally” and that is thought to be (mostly) non-problematic. In point of fact, however, the list of communication activities where people experience difficulties is quite lengthy. To illustrate the point, let’s consider four prominent examples of aspects of communication performance where a great many people struggle.




Communication Anxiety


“Communication anxiety” refers to feelings of nervousness or worry associated with social interaction. Probably the most common instances occur in public speaking settings, but people get nervous before and during job interviews, when asking someone for a date, and even when thinking about chiming in on a classroom discussion. Almost all of us have experienced “butterflies in the stomach” and sweaty palms at one time or another, but for some people such experiences are both very intense and very frequent. States of communication apprehension are often marked by speech disfluencies, reduced eye contact, and withdrawal from interactions (Allen & Bourhis, 1996; Patterson & Ritts, 1997). It should not be surprising, then, to find that socially anxious people create less positive impressions in school, work, and relationship contexts (Sawyer & Richmond, 2015). We’ll revisit this topic in later chapters, but for now, it is enough to recognize that communication anxiety is a common experience that can have a range of negative repercussions in our lives.






Assertiveness


Not too long ago, I had a student come to my office, barely able to hold back her tears. It turned out that she was having problems with her roommates – three other women, one of whose boyfriend had been using my student’s cereal bowl. We discussed various strategies that she might use to address the problem, and she left, seeming somewhat relieved. Sometime later, I took the opportunity to follow-up, and I asked her if things had gotten better. She responded that the problem had been resolved – she had moved out of the apartment!


Being appropriately assertive, essentially, standing up for oneself, while showing respect for the other person can be a problem for many people. And this is one of those dimensions of interpersonal behavior where it is possible to err in opposite ways. On one hand, nonassertive people often let others take advantage of them – like my student, they don’t stand up for themselves. At the other end of the spectrum, assertiveness gives way to aggressiveness – hostile, attacking behaviors marked by a lack of respect for another person (see Nicotera, 2015).






Listening


At the beginning of each semester I ask the students in one of my undergraduate courses to identify an area of communication skill that they would like to improve. Over the years the most common answer to this assignment is “listening” – students very often report that they’re just not very good at staying focused on what their conversational partners are saying. In fact, one measure of listening behavior, the “Listening Styles Inventory” (Pearce, Johnson, & Barker, 2003), distinguishes four levels of listening engagement: “active,” “involved,” “passive,” and “detached.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, the developers of this scale report that from a sample of 349 managers from various fields, only 8 (about 2%) were found to be “active” (i.e., fully engaged and attentive listeners); conversely about 60% were classified as “detached” or “passive” listeners.






Detection of Deception


News reports of people being taken in by con artists or falling prey to various deceptions are, unfortunately, quite commonplace. In a related vein, college instructors are quite familiar with the tendency for elderly women to die just before their grandsons and granddaughters are scheduled to take final exams (and increased mortality rates are even more pronounced if the student is not doing well in a particular class). Imagine the benefits, then, of being able to detect deception on the part of sales persons, poker players, scam artists (and students).


Unfortunately, it turns out that most people just aren’t very good at detecting lies. If you set up a study in which people watch a video clip of a person who is equally likely to be lying or telling the truth, simple random guessing would result in a 50% accuracy rate in identifying lies. In fact, over a great many studies just like this, people average about 54% accuracy in such situations – essentially, people are just slightly better than flipping a coin when it comes to detecting deception (see Sternglanz, Morris, Morrow, & Braverman, 2019). There are a number of explanations that have been offered to account for this phenomenon (including that people typically expect that others are being truthful), but one reason is that people tend to believe that there are certain behavioral cues (e.g., lack of eye contact) that are linked to lying, which in point of fact, have absolutely no association with acts of deception (see Levine, 2019; Vrij, 2006).








Summary and a Caveat


Examples of problem areas in people’s social lives – like communication anxiety, assertiveness, listening, and detecting deception – should convince most readers that “communication performance deficits are common.” Maybe you can personally relate to one (or more) of these fairly typical areas of difficulty. But I could just as easily have chosen any number of other examples to make my point: meeting and striking up conversations with strangers; sustaining interesting conversations after the first couple of minutes; having a sense of what topics to pursue (and what to steer clear of); presenting oneself in a positive light without appearing to be boasting; knowing how to pay (and accept) compliments without appearing to be “brown-nosing” or “sucking-up;” how to fend off personal attacks and bullying; what to say to someone stricken by grief … And I would bet that every person reading this can add to my list of areas of communication performance difficulties simply by drawing on his or her own experiences.


Beyond any list of specific aspects of social interaction where people struggle, there is another way of thinking about the prevalence of performance deficits that merits mention. Drawing on their nearly four decades of research in the area, Brian Spitzberg and William Cupach (2011, p. 487) have suggested that around 7% (i.e., 1 out of every 14 people you’re likely to meet) to 25% (i.e., 1 out of every 4) of the adult population is, to use their term, “interpersonally incompetent”!


There is one more point we need to consider in putting a bow on this section on social performance deficits. And this point is something of a “caveat” – a “warning,” or “something to be aware of.” Our caveat here is that it is important to keep in mind that communication performance deficits are not always the result of skill deficits: Sometimes people can have perfectly adequate abilities, and still not perform as well as they might be able to. As analogies, consider the examples of the distracted world-class musician in concert and the “slacker” all-star athlete in pre-season drills. We’ll examine this point in detail in Chapter 7, but for now we simply need to recognize that there is more to “world-class” communication behavior than simply having the skills to perform at that level.


With two elements of the “communication skills paradox” in place, we can turn our attention to the third “seemingly contradictory statement” that I promised at the beginning of this chapter.








People Tend to Misjudge Their Communication Abilities


To this point we’ve seen that communication skills are important in the sense that they impact the quality of our lives in a variety of ways, but despite this, when it comes to interpersonal interaction, people often fall short of the mark. The final piece of our “paradox puzzle” is that very often people don’t have a good gauge of their social strengths and shortcomings. The paradox here is that if something really matters, but might be amiss, then it would be beneficial to have a “good read” on how things are going. Think about driving through a speed zone in a vehicle with no speedometer: Presumably it would be important to avoid getting a ticket (particularly if you’re on the verge of losing your license), and, as a result, there would also be considerable value in knowing how fast you are going. In another venue of life, who (other than a “sucker”) would buy stock in a company that routinely provides erroneous earning reports? So, just as in driving or investing, when it comes to communicating, there is value in accurate perception of where one stands, but, paradoxically, that “accurate perception” regarding social skills is often lacking.




“Unskilled and Unaware of It”


There is a fascinating, though I suppose, not surprising, phenomenon at work in people’s minds such that those individuals who are least competent in some area also tend to be the ones least able to recognize their shortcomings. Among college students, for example, those who do less well in a class are also less able than other students to accurately evaluate their course performance (Moreland, Miller, & Laucka, 1981) – and I will guarantee you that there is not a university instructor on the planet who has not heard the lament “I knew the material; I just didn’t do well on the exam.” In a delightful series of studies, Justin Kruger and David Dunning (1999) demonstrated that people who scored lowest in their ability to evaluate humor, solve logical reasoning problems, and to detect grammatical errors were also the same people who most overestimated their ability in those domains.






Misjudging Communication Skills


The common tendency for people to misestimate their abilities extends to the realm of social interaction skills. We’ve already seen that people aren’t particularly good listeners, but it is also the case that we tend to see ourselves as better listeners than do those who know and work with us (Pearce, Johnson, & Barker, 2003). Similarly, although people aren’t very good at detecting deception, they tend to be overconfident about their ability to do so (DePaulo, Charlton, Cooper, Lindsay, & Muhlenbruck, 1997). More generally, people are prone to rating their communication competence more positively than do the folks who interact with them (Canary & Spitzberg, 1990). In one often-cited study of more than 800,000 high school seniors (College Board, 1976–1977), 89% rated themselves “above average” in their “ability to get along with others,” and fully 25% thought they were in the top 1% in this area! As a general principle, it appears that when people perceive an activity to be relatively easy (like interpersonal communication) they tend to overestimate their abilities in that domain (Kruger, 1999); people are less likely to overestimate their proficiency in areas, say, calculus for example, that they judge to be difficult.


Now, I should note that the tendency to misjudge one’s communication abilities is not always positively biased. Indeed, there are people who underestimate their communication skills (see Greene & Sparks, 1983; Patterson & Ritts, 1997). Building on the previous discussion of “communication anxiety,” individuals prone to such experiences are also likely to believe that their interpersonal skills are deficient. The same goes for individuals with low self-esteem who very often perceive that their social skills are “sub-par.”








Summary


At the beginning of this chapter we saw that a paradox consists of multiple true, but seemingly contradictory, statements. Here, then, we have all three elements of the “communication skills paradox” in place: (a) communication skills matter, (b) communication performance deficits are common, (c) people tend to misjudge their communication abilities. Taken together, these three straightforward propositions should make a pretty compelling case for exploring the essentials of communication skill and skill enhancement in the chapters that follow.
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2
Some Names for Things You Already “Know”


Before we get too far ahead of ourselves, we need to work out a basic vocabulary that will set the stage for the chapters to come. In one sense all of us are “experts” (okay, “semi-experts”) on human communication – after all, we’ve been completely immersed in interpersonal interaction since birth, when we first experienced human touch, the rhythms of human speech, and so on. So it stands to reason that if you’ve been doing something all your life, along the way, you’ve probably acquired at least some insights about this whole business of interacting with other people.


What is also true, though, is that a lot of our understandings about social interaction are somewhat nebulous or slippery; at some level we may “know it,” but not have a name for whatever “it” is. The problem, then, is that the lack of labels makes it hard to get were you and I are going to go in the rest of this book: If you don’t have a name for something, how can you talk about it? The primary aim of this chapter is to make sure that “we’re all on the same page” in the sense that we share a common vocabulary for describing aspects of behavior relevant to communication skill. And, in the course of introducing some key terms and concepts, we can also being laying the foundation for understanding what it means to be a “skilled communicator.”




Getting Started: A Basic Framework


A simple approach to organizing an overview of some of the key terms and definitions that we’ll need the rest of the way involves just two basic considerations: (1) message production versus message processing, and (2) verbal versus nonverbal message cues.




Message Production and Message Processing


Very simply, “message production” refers to the output side of our communication activities – another word we might use here is “encoding.” Message production, then, involves speaking and display of nonverbal behaviors like facial expressions and hand gestures. In contrast, “message processing” refers to the input side of social interaction – and another word that applies here is “decoding.” Message processing, then, involves attending and interpreting the verbal and nonverbal behaviors of one’s conversational partner.






Verbal and Nonverbal Message Cues


The essence of the distinction between the verbal and nonverbal components of interpersonal messages essentially comes down to this: If you were to write out what a person said (i.e., basically, the words) in a conversation, you’d have captured the “verbal” part of that interaction. It may seem somewhat surprising, but as we’ll see below, virtually every other aspect of message behavior actually belongs on the “nonverbal” side of the message ledger.


The upshot of thinking about communication behavior from a production/processing; verbal/nonverbal perspective is the framework for organizing an examination of key terms given in Figure 2.1.




[image: Image]

Figure 2.1




It would be an impossible task to develop a complete listing of all the message features that belong in each of the four quadrants of Figure 2.1, but again, that’s not our purpose here. Rather, the idea is to lay the groundwork for the chapters to follow by identifying certain aspects of message behavior that will be important in shaping our understanding of what “communication skill” involves.






Quadrant I: Production of Verbal Message Features


As noted above, the verbal component of message behavior can be captured in a transcript of what a person says in the course of an interaction. Most obviously, then, an analysis of the verbal features of a person’s behavior would tell us something about his or her command of the rules of grammar (e.g., singular nouns take singular verbs; when to use nominative [e.g., “I’] versus objective [e.g., “me”] pronouns) and syntax (i.e., word order). Basically, skilled communicators are able to speak in ways that: (a) allow others to understand them and (b) convey a desirable social identity. Don’t talk like a rube: “I seen her at the store” (unless, of course, you have no problem with coming across as a rube), or like Yoda: “communication skill, improve it, you can” (unless, of course, you’re at a Star Wars convention). But beyond grammar and syntax, there is a lot more going on in Quadrant I that pertains to communicating in skillful ways.




Vocabulary and Topic Knowledge


Skillful communicators are able to call upon a rich vocabulary that their less skillful counterparts simply don’t have at their disposal. Of course young children are limited in the names that they have for things, but even among adults we see wide disparities in people’s working vocabularies. A key marker of expertise in some knowledge domain is a command of that field’s technical jargon. We expect lawyers, physicians, and other experts to talk like experts (and we might start to worry if they can’t). More generally, people with a more extensive vocabulary should be better able to express themselves and their ideas. By extension, those individuals who are knowledgeable about a broad range of topics are more likely to be capable conversationalists. I know a fellow who is simply unable to engage in “small talk” about any subject other than football. If you try to change the topic of conversation to the weather, he will talk about how the weather affects football. As you can probably imagine, this makes conversations with him rather tedious (even if you like football)!






Knowledge of Social Rules and Conventions


An examination of the verbal component of message behavior can also tell us something about a person’s knowledge of social rules. Simply put, rules indicate what behavior is required, prohibited, or preferred in a particular social setting (see Shimanoff, 1980). There are rules, for example, that govern what topics are appropriate to talk about (e.g., there are things that we don’t discuss in “polite company”), what words one should refrain from using (most people wouldn’t typically curse a blue streak in the presence of little kids), and rules that govern self-disclosure (i.e., things we tell other people about ourselves). We’ll have more to say about social rules in later chapters, but for now we should recognize that although there are times when flaunting social rules can have positive repercussions, rule violations typically have negative effects, as for example, the impression created by a person who introduces herself and then proceeds to tell you far more than you want to know about the intimate details of her personal life.






Compliance-Gaining Strategies


We engage in “compliance-gaining behavior” when we seek to influence other people to do things they might not otherwise do (see Wilson, 2002). When you ask a friend for a ride to the airport, to borrow his umbrella, or to turn down the music, you’re engaged in compliance-gaining behavior. There are any number of strategies that might be employed in an effort to influence someone; you might, for example, “bargain” (“I’ll do X for you, if you do Y for me”), “threaten” (“If you don’t do X, you’ll be grounded for a week”), make a “moral appeal” (“It’s the right thing to do”), and so on. We’ll return to this topic in Chapter 3, but what is most relevant for the moment is to recognize that skilled communicators may possess abilities related to securing compliance that are not available to their less socially adept counterparts.






Conflict Management Strategies


When the activities of one person impact another, instances of interpersonal conflict become a virtual certainty (see Canary, 2003). It may be between husbands and wives, children and parents, or business associates, but interdependence sets the table for occasions of disagreement and conflict. What is important to realize, however, is that conflict can unfold in different ways. Certainly, we are all aware of the painful, “down-side” of conflict – arguments that damage the relationship, or that lead to hurt feelings, or worse. But, it is also the case that conflict can be conducted in positive, constructive ways that can actually strengthen relationships and lead to problem resolution. It turns out that some strategies for handling conflict are likely to lead down the “wrong path,” and that more skillful communicators are less likely to go that route.






Providing Support and Comfort


Unfortunate things, sometimes gut-wrenching things, happen to all of us: Someone “bombs” an important exam, or is jilted by a romantic partner, or suffers the loss of a loved one. In times such as these we naturally turn to others for comfort, advice, and support. And in these occasions communication skill again comes to the fore: There are people who just have a “knack” for knowing what to say in such situations, and, there are other folks whose attempts at comforting are like “throwing gas on a fire” – they couldn’t have said anything worse! Effective (and appreciated) strategies are characterized by expressions of personal concern and acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the other’s feelings, as well as encouragement to talk about those feelings. Less skillful approaches to comforting, in contrast, are exemplified by messages like “get over it,” “you’re overreacting,” and “you should have seen this coming” (see Burleson, 2003; Goldsmith, 2004).






Other Examples of “Quadrant I” Message Features: Speech Fluency


Beyond the examples of verbal message features we’ve examined to this point, there is a very different set of verbal message cues that bear directly on any discussion of communication skill. These are aspects of verbal behavior that pertain to speech fluency, including the following.


Filled pauses. This category of message cues refers to “er,” “um,” and “ah” vocalizations (see Greene, 1988). Part of what makes filled pauses important is that they serve as a way of slowing things down while a speaker searches for what to say. It is also true that use of filled pauses various tremendously from person to person: There are people who rarely exhibit filled pauses, and there are others who can’t speak more than 4–5 words without slipping one in. High filled-pause rates (e.g., filled pauses per second) are distracting to listeners – even to the point that they can no longer focus on the content of the speaker’s message; instead, like the building, drip-by-drip tension of water torture, people cringe in anticipation of the next “er.”


Sociocentric sequences. Similar to filled pauses are sociocentric sequences, which are “canned” (i.e., routinized) wordings such as “ya know,” “or something,” and “I guess” that can be used to “fill in the gaps” while speaking (see Duncan, 1972; Greene, Lindsey, & Hawn, 1990). And, like filled pauses, there are folks (interviews with athletes and coaches often provide good examples) for whom use of sociocentric sequences is so habitual that they are simply unable to speak without using them (drip … drip … drip).


Speech disruptions. A final set of verbal fluency cues includes a variety of speech errors and disruptions, including slips of the tongue, word omissions, sentence restarts, and so on (see Fromkin, 1980). We can see examples of such message cues in Box 2.1(a) where, following her first sentence, the speaker, describing her job as a topless dancer, struggles in formulating what she wants to say next.1 Message cues such as these pertain to communication skill because they may be the result of both: (a) cognitive processes (i.e., difficulties in formulating a message; Chapter 8) and (b) emotional states such as anxiety (Chapter 9).




Box 2.1(a)
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Quadrant II: Production of Nonverbal Message Features


Turning to the nonverbal aspects of message production, we again encounter an extensive array of behavioral phenomena that most people would (probably) recognize (but might not have names for), and that play important roles in distinguishing skilled communicators from those who are less conversationally adept (see Table 2.1). Although the list of nonverbal cues associated with communication skills may be just as long, or longer, than those on the “verbal” side of the ledger, here we can limit our focus to those aspects of nonverbal behavior that are most relevant in setting the stage for the discussions of skill and skill enhancement in the chapters that follow.




Table 2.1
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Nonverbal Indicants of Speech Fluency


Our general rule of thumb for distinguishing verbal and nonverbal message cues (i.e., Quadrant I vs. Quadrant II) is that the verbal components of a message are those that would show up in a transcript of what a person said. And, we’ve seen that analysis of the verbal content of a message tells us some important things about speech fluency (e.g., filled pauses, speech disruptions). There are other aspects of speech fluency, though, that would not show up in a simple transcript of what a person said. A second consideration in thinking about speech fluency involves the speed with which a person produces his or her message – and scholars who study message behavior actually include the temporal (i.e., time-based) characteristics of speech under the nonverbal heading of “vocalics” (or “paralinguistics”).


Silent pauses. In contrast to “filled pauses,” “silent pauses” are those periods during a person’s speaking turn when there is no phonation (i.e., no speech sounds are being produced). In essence, silent pauses are the “gaps” in our talk. Take a second look at the transcribed message in Box 2.1(a). Now look at Box 2.1(b). This is the same message! The difference is that in the second figure, rather than words, the speaker’s message is represented as periods of phonation (the “1s”) and silence (the “0s”) – each “1” or “0” corresponds to 250 msec (a millisecond is 1 one-thousandth of a second) in our dancer’s description of her job (see Footnote 1). You can see that when we talk our speech doesn’t come out in an unbroken stream; instead, periods of phonation are punctuated by silent pauses – sometimes a fraction of a second, and sometimes several seconds in duration. More fluent speech, then, is characterized by less silent pausing relative to periods of phonation.




Box 2.1(b)
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Speech rate. Closely related to silent pausing as an index of speech fluency is “speech rate,” which is most commonly defined as “words per minute” (wpm). Speech rate is affected by a number of factors (e.g., emotional state, nature of the message task), but in conversational speaking, speech rate is typically around 120–150 wpm. Doubtless, though, you have met slow, halting speakers who fall below this range, as well as folks who exceed it. What is interesting to note here is that the proportion of silent pausing in speech and speech rate are very highly negatively correlated – in effect, speech rate is an inverse function of silent pausing (Sabin, Clemmer, O’Connell, & Kowal, 1979), and talking faster isn’t the result of saying the words faster; high speech rates come from taking the “zeros” out of your talk!


Speaker-turn latency. There is one other temporal characteristic of message behavior that should be introduced here. “Speaker-turn latency” refers to the time lag between when one person ends a speaking turn and his or her conversational partner begins speaking. Typically, turn latencies are on the order of 2–3 seconds or less (Jaffe & Feldstein, 1970), but clearly there are cases where one person starts talking before the other is finished, and, at the other end of the spectrum, there are occasions when the time lag is quite lengthy – sometimes even uncomfortably so.






Gestures


Although temporal measures of speech fluency provide one index of communication skill, there is a lot more to be said about “Quadrant II” and the nonverbal behaviors of “really good” communicators – after all, there are plenty of folks out there who are fluent (maybe even eloquent) speakers with distracting mannerisms that make it hard to process what they’re saying. From my own days as an undergraduate student, I can remember a statistics instructor who obviously knew his stuff, but who also spent most of the class period biting his nails as he lectured. By use of the term “gestures” here I am referring to hand and arm movements, of which there are many different types (see Bavelas & Chovil, 2006 for a review), but for present purposes we can limit our discussion to just a few of these.


Emblems. These are gestures with a fairly direct verbal translation; members of a particular culture can readily state the meaning of these hand and arm movements. For Americans, common examples are motioning for someone to “come here,” giving a “thumbs up,” an “A-OK,” or the one-finger salute. Because their meanings are culture specific, there is an aspect of social skill associated with display of emblems in the sense that a gesture with one meaning in a particular culture may mean something very different in another (an issue that we’ll revisit in Chapter 11).


Illustrators. This category includes hand and arm movements that accompany and facilitate the flow of speech. There are various types of illustrators, but basically they serve to punctuate, give emphasis, clarify or add to the meaning of the verbal message, direct the listener’s attention, and so on. Illustrators are so closely tied to verbal message production that it is virtually inevitable that a speaker will use them – so much so that an absence of illustrators while speaking might come across as “odd.”


Regulators. These gestures are used to control speaking turns in a conversation; we rely on them to keep someone else from interrupting, to indicate that we’re giving up the floor, to signal that we’ve got something to say, and so on. Regulators, then, play a key role in smooth conversational coordination – an important aspect of social skill.


Adaptors. A final category of gestures that is particularly relevant to the topic of communication skill involves habitual, idiosyncratic (i.e., specific to a person) hand and arm movements that are often related to tension and anxiety. Here we can distinguish two subcategories: self-adaptors and object adaptors. Self-adaptors involve touching, stroking, or manipulating one’s own body; examples include habits like knuckle-cracking, nail-biting, and playing with a ringlet of hair. Object adaptors, in contrast, involve habitual manipulation of some physical object; if you have a friend who is constantly clicking a pen, flipping a pencil across the back of his hand, or twisting a ring, then you’ve seen an example of object adaptors up close and personal.






Eye Behavior


As you might expect, there is much that might be said about eye behavior in the context of a discussion of the characteristics of communication skill. Some of these have parallels with other Quadrant II concepts that have already been introduced. For example, we’ve seen that there are hand and arm gestures that have “a fairly direct verbal translation” (i.e., “emblems”), but there also oculesic emblems (e.g., winking, rolling the eyes). And, just as gestures play an important role in regulating the flow of turn-taking in a conversation, so too, does eye behavior (for example, speakers tend to look to their conversational partner as they finish a speaking turn).


Beyond these aspects of eye behavior there is a set of oculesic cues that center, in one way or another, on direction of gaze (i.e., where a person is looking), and that are particularly relevant in understanding what skilled communicators do differently than others (see Table 2.2). Since this is a chapter about “names for things you already know,” it is interesting to note that most readers would have identified “eye contact” as an aspect of eye behavior before they ever picked up this book (it is usually the first thing my students mention when we cover “oculesics” in class). But you can see from the table that eye contact is really a member of a much broader class of related behaviors, and relative to other members of this family of behaviors, actual eye contact probably isn’t all that frequent, and typically isn’t sustained for very long (Argyle & Cook, 1976; Kleinke, 1986; Rutter, 1984).




Table 2.2
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“Direction of gaze” behaviors are related to communication skill in a number of ways. As already noted, they are one component of the system of cues for regulating smooth turn-taking in conversations. These behaviors also play a role in monitoring the responses of a person’s conversational partner. Adept communicators are better able to gauge how their messages are received, and it can be difficult to know whether people understood what you said, or what they may have thought about it, if you don’t look to see their reactions. As a third example of the reasons that “direction of gaze” behaviors matter is that they communicate attentiveness and interest in the conversation. And, peeking ahead to Chapter 3, we’ll see there that being engaged and attentive is a hallmark of communication competence. A final thing to note about direction of gaze (and eye behavior in general) is that there are social rules that govern the display of these behaviors, and this point provides a segue to the next section …








Quadrant II Message Features: Social Rules and Conventions


Earlier in this chapter we examined the concept of social rules – basically, prescriptions for what is appropriate and inappropriate in a given social situation, and we saw that, although it is not always true, rule violations typically have negative social consequences (e.g., people who behave in inappropriate ways create negative impressions in the minds of others). It should be obvious that just as there are rules that govern Quadrant I (i.e., verbal) behaviors, the same is also true of nonverbal behaviors. Consider the example that I began in the previous paragraph: Other-directed gaze typically occurs in brief (1–3-second) periods of looking, punctuated by looking away (Argyle & Ingham, 1972), and people usually spend about half the total time of a conversation in other-directed gaze. But imagine the consequences of deviating too far from this pattern in either direction: a person who almost never looks, and the person who never looks away. It probably isn’t too much of a stretch to suggest that in the minds of many people characterizations of such behavior might range from “odd” to “downright creepy.”


Similar social prescriptions apply to other Quadrant II behaviors. For example, with respect to haptics (i.e., touching) there are rules (even legal statutes) that specify conditions under which people may and may not touch in particular ways. In the realm of proxemics, there are social conventions that apply to interpersonal distance (i.e., how close or far people position themselves for interaction). It is virtually a cliché, but there are folks out there who simply don’t seem to grasp that they are standing too close. One final example of Quadrant II social prescriptions involves display rules – culturally given guidelines pertaining to the appropriate expression of emotion, particularly facial expressions of emotion (Ekman & Friesen, 1975; Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). Display rules, for example, may call for “masking” an emotion (as when hiding one’s disappointment), or “exaggerating” (e.g., making a mild state of pleasure seem more intense), or “simulating” a feeling that you really don’t have at all. As might be expected, the ability to manage displays of emotion in socially appropriate ways can have far-reaching consequences. McCall and Lombardo (1983), for example, found that the ability to maintain one’s composure and poise was an important predictor of career success among corporate executives (also see Leslie & Van Velsor, 1996).


With some of the basic message-production concepts and definitions we’ll need the rest of the way in place we can turn attention to the input-processing side of social interactions.






Quadrant III: Processing Verbal Message Features


It would be an unfortunate oversimplification to think of decoding, or interpreting, verbal message behavior as a process of “assigning meanings to words.” In fact, verbal message processing is actually an exceedingly complex information-processing achievement (see Edwards, 2011; Imhoff, 2010). But it is one that typically falls in the realm of the “taken-for-granted” – at least until it fails, sometimes in hilarious fashion … or with disastrous results.


For our purposes in this chapter (where the focus is on defining some key terms) it is sufficient to note that Quadrant III processing is one aspect of listening behavior, which according to Bodie, Janusik, and Valikoski (2008, p. 7; also see Bodie, 2016), is “the attending, receiving, interpreting, and responding to messages presented aurally.” Notice here, though, that “listening” isn’t strictly limited to verbal message features (Quadrant III) because it also involves processing vocalic (i.e., nonverbal) cues. Moreover, our definition of “listening” extends beyond processing verbal messages because it also includes “responding.” Bottom line, we can think of “listening” as an umbrella term that includes Quadrant III processing as a key component.


It should not be surprising to learn that people vary in their listening proficiency and that better listeners enjoy a range of positive life outcomes (see Bodie, 2012). Closer to home, who among us hasn’t missed someone’s name at the very moment she said it, “zoned out” during a boring presentation, or misunderstood the meaning of an unfamiliar word – all failures of Quadrant III processing.






Quadrant IV: Processing of Nonverbal Message Features


From Table 2.1 it should be clear that a great deal of what transpires during a conversation is carried by nonverbal cues. You can probably imagine that the meaning of a verbal statement could be radically different depending upon the tone of voice, facial expressions, eye behavior, and other nonverbal cues that accompanied it. As an easy example, think about the statement, “That’s absolutely brilliant!” delivered in an enthusiastic tone versus a sarcastic tone.


It should not be surprising to learn that people vary in their nonverbal message processing skills. Some people, for example, are better able than others to recognize facial expressions and other emotion cues (see Burgoon & Bacue, 2004; Hall, 2001). As another example, most people tend to be quite limited in their ability to detect deception (Levine, 2019; Sternglanz, Morris, Morrow, & Braverman, 2019), but O’Sullivan and Ekman (2004) have identified a very small number of individuals, that they call “truth wizards,” who are remarkably accurate in ferreting out deception.2 More generally, some people simply seem to be acutely attuned to nonverbal cues, while others seem oblivious to what is unfolding right in front of them.


The ability to process nonverbal message cues is one of the key components of interpersonal sensitivity: “the ability to sense, perceive accurately, and respond appropriately to one’s … social environment” (Bernieri, 2001, p. 3). Here again, like the definition of “listening” in the previous section, we have a case where, although Quadrant IV processing is a primary component of a broader phenomenon, interpersonal sensitivity also includes elements of processing verbal message features and generating responses to social cues.








Finishing Touches


The purpose of this chapter (as I’ve stated so frequently that you may have grown weary of reading it) has been to lay the groundwork for the remainder of the book by introducing some key terms that we’ll need as we pursue our examination of communication skill and skill enhancement. So, in the interests of making sure that “we’re all on the same page,” and that you have “names for things you already know,” we’ve covered lots of definitions in these last few pages. No more definitions (at least in this chapter!). But, there are a couple of loose ends pertaining to the model given in Figure 2.1 that need attention.


First, Figure 2.1 (i.e., production/processing; verbal/nonverbal) provides a convenient framework for organizing the concepts we’ve examined here. In particular, the distinction between the verbal and nonverbal realms of message behavior is useful in allowing us to isolate and hold up for close examination particular message features that belong to each domain. But a key caveat is in order here: Although the verbal – nonverbal distinction provides a useful analytical framework for examining various aspects of message behavior, it is important to keep in mind that, in “real-life” conversations, the verbal and nonverbal message systems actually function together, and it can be misleading to focus on one in isolation from the other.


The other point about the model in Figure 2.1 may be obvious, but I’ll go ahead and make it explicit: Skillful communicators demonstrate proficiency in all four quadrants of message-relevant production and processing. Their verbal abilities, nonverbal behaviors, skills at attending and interpreting verbal messages, and receptive accuracy in processing nonverbal cues set them apart from those of us who have a weakness in one or more areas.


With those two points in mind, and our basic vocabulary in place, we can turn next to an examination of the nature of communication skill and communication competence.






Notes




	1 This excerpt is from Greene (1995).



	2 A note of caution is in order regarding O’Sullivan and Ekman’s (2004) conclusions. See for example, Bond and Uysal (2007).
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3
The Nature of Communication Skill and Communication Competence


It may seem somewhat odd that we’ve gotten this far into a book on communication skills without really giving much attention to just what the term “communication skill” involves. Let’s take care of that now. Actually, there are two related concepts, “communication skill” and “communication competence,” that we need to examine here. In some cases these terms are used interchangeably,1 but scholars in the field of Communication have found it useful to make a distinction between the two. I’m going to flesh out the definitions of both of these terms in greater detail below, but, as a first-pass, let’s say that “communication skill” refers to an individual’s behaviors and behavioral abilities for carrying out communicative functions in proficient ways (Greene, 2016b).2 In contrast, “communication competence” involves an assessment of the quality of one’s performance according to some standard(s) or criteria (see Greene, 2016a; Spitzberg, 2003).


If all that seems a little slippery, an analogy to pitching in baseball should help clarify matters. Think about the behaviors and behavioral abilities (i.e., “skills”) that a great pitcher exhibits in playing baseball in a proficient way: velocity, control, a repertoire of pitches, ability to vary the speed of each pitch, and so on. As a result of his or her skill-set, the quality (i.e., “competence”) of a pitcher’s performance can be assessed according to criteria like number of strikeouts per nine innings, opponents’ batting average, earned-runs allowed, and so on.




A Closer Look at “Communication Skills”


The “first-pass” characterization of communication skills above is a good starting point, but there are two key elements of that definition (“behaviors and behavioral abilities” and “carrying out communicative functions in proficient ways”) that require some additional attention.




What a Person Does and Can Do – Behaviors and Behavioral Abilities


In the first paragraph above we saw that “communication skills” refers to a person’s behaviors and behavioral abilities – essentially, what a person does and can do (i.e., what a person actually does and what he or she is capable of doing). Seems pretty straightforward, but there’s a subtle feature lurking in this definition that might not be immediately obvious and that needs to be made explicit. “Behaviors” here should be understood to include mental activities as well as overt (i.e., observable) actions. An outstanding pitcher doesn’t just throw; he or she also thinks: What did the scouting report say about this batter? Is my curveball working today? Is the runner on first a threat to steal? In the same way, “message production” (from Chapter 2) involves mental activities like goal setting, planning, anticipating listeners’ responses, choosing what to say and how to say it, and so on. Similarly, “message processing” involves complex cognitive operations associated with decoding the verbal and nonverbal behaviors of others. The point here is that mental activities and abilities involved in message production (e.g., planning, decision making, etc.) and processing (e.g., detecting deception, “sizing people up,” “making sense” of someone’s story as she tells it, etc.) are communication skills, and like other communication skills, some people are better at such cognitive activities than their friends and neighbors.






What a Person Needs to Be Able to Do – Carrying Out Communicative Functions in Proficient Ways


The second point from our definition above that demands closer examination is this notion of “communicative functions.” And this really gets right to heart of the matter: What is it, exactly, that a skilled communicator needs to be able to do? Now, there have been any number of efforts to come up with lists of requisite communication skills (for reviews see Greene, 2016a; Spitzberg, 2015; Spitzberg & Cupach, 2011), and the catalogue of candidate entries is quite extensive, and in some cases, pretty esoteric (e.g., from Burleson, 1990: “regulative skill” – “modifying another’s non-normative behavior while helping to repair that violation”). Fortunately, we don’t need to go down that rabbit hole, and we can simplify things considerably by focusing on skills associated with just five basic communication functions: (1) message production and processing, (2) interaction management, (3) self-control and self-presentation, (4) negotiation of “social reality,” and (5) pursuit of interaction goals.3




Message Production and Processing


In Chapter 2 we distinguished “message production” (the encoding component of an interpersonal interaction) from “message processing” (the decoding, or interpretation, side of an interaction). With respect to communication skills, a person needs to be able to produce intelligible, fluent messages and to accurately interpret the message behavior of others. Regarding the verbal features of message behavior, proficiency with respect to production includes obvious attributes like proper pronunciation, word selection, sentence construction, and so on, but it also includes larger scale abilities such as those involved in understanding how to structure a story or persuasive argument. And, as I noted above, the skills involved in message production include cognitive (i.e., mental) activities such as planning and decision making. On the input-processing side, relevant abilities include not just low-level processes like being able to assign appropriate meanings to words and word strings, but also more “macro” level activities like those associated with being able to follow the entire story structure or logic of what another person is saying (see Ellis, 1999, 2008). In the nonverbal realm, as we saw in Chapter 2, proficiency in production involves enactment of appropriate facial expressions, gestures, interpersonal distance, and so on. And, with respect to nonverbal message processing, the skilled communicator is able to “pick up” and perceptively interpret cues of conversational partners that others might misread (or miss entirely).






Interaction Management


A second set of essential skills involves coordinating one’s conversational activities with those of his or her partner.4 Skills in this domain include interaction initiation (i.e., greetings and striking up a conversation) and interaction termination (leave-taking). On this latter point, if you’ve ever been in a conversation with someone who seemed completely oblivious to every cue you could muster to signal the end of the interaction, then you’ve witnessed, first-hand, an interaction-management skill-deficit. In a similar vein, social coordination includes skills at turn-taking and the smooth exchange of speaking turns (versus interruptions and talk-overs – conversations where people just can’t seem to get “in sync”).


Interaction-management skills of a different sort involve understanding how to make relevant and understandable contributions to an ongoing conversation. There is a problem if other people can’t connect your comment to what had come before in the conversation. And finally, as a third example of interaction-management skills there is topic management – essentially knowing when to continue a topic and when to steer the conversation in another direction. Consider that initiating a topic change could, in some cases, be socially inappropriate (cutting off someone else’s vacation story to tell your own), and in other cases a topic change may be just what is needed to avoid an uncomfortable social situation.






Self-Control and Self-Presentation


A socially skilled person needs to be able to manage his or her behavior in socially appropriate ways. In Chapter 2 we saw that the ability to manage displays of emotion is an important element of career success; someone who “loses his cool” in a business meeting or dissolves into a puddle of tears at the slightest hint of criticism might well exemplify a skills deficit of this sort. Along similar lines, in the previous chapter we encountered the notion of “display rules” – culturally based guidelines for managing displays of emotion. This suggests that communication skill involves an element of cultural sensitivity, and that what is “socially appropriate” in one cultural context may not be in another (an idea we’ll revisit in Chapter 11). Other aspects of self-control involve the ability to anticipate, and act accordingly, when what one could potentially say might be unkind, hurtful, or otherwise detrimental to one’s own interests or those of others – the skilled communicator knows when to “bite his/her tongue.”


“Self-presentation” as an aspect of communication skill involves the impressions of ourselves that we engender in the minds of others. Do your friends and co-workers see you as competent, intelligent, trustworthy, good-natured …? Self-presentation is an especially interesting aspect of human behavior for two fundamental reasons. First, we devote a great deal of thought, and effort, to enhancing the way we “come across” to others. Second, it is so easy to “mess up” those self-presentational efforts. With respect to the first of these, the stereotype is that adolescents and teens are immersed in a swirling sea of concern (and doubt) about how they are perceived by peers, along with the accompanying desire to be accepted. But the truth is that young people don’t have a monopoly here. We may get more comfortable with who we are, and what others think of us, as we mature, but self-presentational concerns will remain – just make a mid-career move to a new company to prove this to yourself. The other point regarding self-presentation is that it can be tricky business: Efforts to create a particular impression may fail, and in some cases, may even achieve the opposite effect of what we’d hoped. If you’ve ever listened to someone who tried to impress you with his or her knowledge about some topic (wine, jazz, Medieval Spanish architecture …) and all they did was reveal how little they knew, then you’ve had a front-row seat to such a performance.






Negotiation of “Social Reality”


Any time two people enter into a conversation they each bring with them a set of background assumptions that help guide their behaviors and to make sense of the interaction itself. In essence, each person has his or her own view of what we might call “social reality” – (a) assumptions about one’s own identity or role, (b) assumptions about one’s conversational partner, (c) assumptions about the nature of their interpersonal relationship, and (d) assumptions about the nature of the situation in which the interaction takes place. To put it a little differently, each person has a view of who they are, who the other person is, the nature of their relationship, and the sort of behavior that is called for and is appropriate in that particular context.


Most of the time each person’s understanding of self-identity, other-identity, interpersonal relationship, and social context are similar enough that these background assumptions go unrecognized and unchallenged. There are times, though, when people’s respective understandings of social reality clash. If you’ve ever felt that another person was being condescending (i.e., “talking down” to you), then you may well have experienced a situation where that person’s view of who you are (and what you know) didn’t square with your own view of yourself. Similarly, people’s understanding of the nature of their relationship (co-worker versus friend; friend versus romantic partner) may not jibe. And people’s interpretation of the nature of the situation and expectations for what is appropriate in that setting may not square up. It is not uncommon for students working on an out-of-class group assignment to come to me to complain about another group member who only wants to spend meetings wasting time and joking around – the age-old clash of “work session” versus “bull session” social realities.


This whole discussion about social reality should, on one hand, highlight the importance of skill in understanding another person’s construal of self, other, relationship, and situation. And, where there is a conflict in viewpoints, a person needs to be able to bring skills to bear in resolving the problem in mutually agreeable ways. To illustrate, contrast the messages in Boxes 3.1(a) and (b) which are actual responses from a study by Barb O’Keefe and Steve McCornack (1987; see O’Keefe, 1990) in which university students were asked what they would say to a group member, Ron, who failed to meet his responsibilities to the group. I would submit that one of these students exhibited greater skill in dealing with this situation and negotiating identities than the other.




Box 3.1(a)
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Box 3.1(b)


[image: Image]








Pursuit of Interaction Goals


Typically people enter an interaction with something they want to accomplish in mind; for example, it might be to ask for a “personal day” off from work, to take a customer’s food order, to bargain for a better price on tomatoes at the farmers’ market, or to comfort a grieving parent. Now, the list of specific goals people might bring to an interaction is almost certainly limitless, but our task can be simplified if, instead of focusing on an impossibly long list of specific interaction goals, we think about categories, or types, of goals. And here, a framework introduced by Ruth Anne Clark and Jesse Delia (1979) is particularly useful. Clark and Delia identify just three general types of interaction goals: (a) instrumental, (b) relational, and (c) identity. The four examples of interaction goals given in the first sentence (e.g., asking for a personal day, comforting a grieving person) all belong in Clark and Delia’s category of “instrumental goals” – essentially these are the task-related objectives that we seek to accomplish in our interactions with others. But sometimes we really don’t have a “job” to do in a conversation, and that’s where “relational” and “identity” goals come in. Relational goals involve the desire to establish, or maintain, a particular type of interpersonal relationship with another (e.g., to initiate a romantic relationship, solidify the bonds of “best friendship,” or repair a relationship with a co-worker). Finally, “identity goals”, for Clark and Delia, involve the desire to engender a particular impression of oneself in the minds of others. And if that sounds familiar, it is the same concept we introduced in the discussion of “self-presentation” above.


With respect to pursuit of interaction goals, then, a person needs to be able to accomplish instrumental goals (e.g., closing a sale, avoiding a traffic ticket), relational goals (e.g., keeping on good terms with family members), and identity goals (e.g., coming across to others as witty, interesting, intelligent). But there is another complicating “wrinkle” associated with pursuit of interaction goals. It is very often the case that rather than a single goal, we enter an interaction with multiple goals, and sometimes these goals may conflict in the sense that trying to accomplish one may make it difficult to accomplish another. Research shows that people struggle with what to say when they encounter such situations (see Greene, 1995). A supervisor who wants to be liked by her support staff (a relational goal) may find that difficult when she has to enforce unpopular office policies (an instrumental goal). In hopes of smoothing over a rift with a romantic partner (a relational goal) a person may sacrifice an identity goal with a humble (and humbling) apology. Beyond skills associated with accomplishing single interaction goals, then, situations characterized by multiple goals, and particularly multiple goals that conflict, may require especially exacting communication abilities.








Summary: The Nature of Communication Skills


We began this section by defining “communication skills” as “behaviors and behavioral abilities for carrying out communicative functions in proficient ways.” This definition is fine, as far as it goes, but it is limited because it makes reference to “communicative functions” without indicating what those functions are. So the key question, the question posed at the beginning of this chapter, was: “What is it that a skilled communicator needs to be able to do?” And now we’re in a position to answer that question: A skilled communicator exhibits proficiencies in: (a) message production and processing, (b) interaction management, (c) self-control and self-presentation, (d) negotiation of “social reality,” and (e) pursuit of interaction goals.








A Closer Look at “Communication Competence”


In contrast to “communication skills,” the definition of “communication competence” that we began with was “an assessment of the quality of one’s performance according to some criteria.” In other words, communication competence is a perception, an evaluation, of the adequacy of a person’s communication activities according to some standard(s) of performance quality.


Again, this definition is a good start, but it begs the obvious question of just what are the standards for judging communication performance quality? Scholars have proposed various criteria that might be used in assessing communication competence (see Keyton, 2015; Segrin & Givertz, 2003; Spitzberg & Cupach, 2011), but the general thinking these days is that the two primary considerations are effectiveness and appropriateness. “Effectiveness,” according to Spitzberg and Cupach (2011, p. 495), refers to “producing preferred outcomes” – basically, being able to accomplish one’s interaction goals (i.e., instrumental, relational, and identity goals). But notice that a person might be able to accomplish his or her goals by resorting to threats, lies, bullying, and so on.


This is where the second criterion, “appropriateness,” comes in. For Spitzberg and Cupach (2011, p. 496), “appropriateness” basically means that a person’s behavior conforms to the social rules and norms for a particular setting, culture, or context (e.g., a party or a prayer vigil; the annual Burning Man festival or the annual Haj). Now, in many cases, effectiveness and appropriateness will go hand in hand: Behavior that is socially appropriate may also pave the way for goal accomplishment (e.g., contract negotiations where each side demonstrates genuine respect for the other). But that is not always true; we’ve already noted that a person can be effective, and utterly unethical. Conversely, a person might be so polite that he can’t bring up an issue that might cause embarrassment for a friend or loved one … and that therefore can’t be discussed and resolved. The bottom line, then, is that the criterion of effectiveness alone cannot suffice as an index of communication competence; the same is true for the criterion of appropriateness: Assessments of communication competence must involve considerations of both effectiveness and appropriateness.






The Skills–Competence Link: Behavioral Attributes Associated with Assessments of Communication Quality


The distinction between communication skills (i.e., actual behaviors and behavioral abilities) and communication competence (i.e., evaluations of behavioral quality) throws a spotlight on a very interesting and important question: Just what are the behavioral cues associated with assessments of behavioral quality? Or, from a slightly different perspective, what do people who come across as competent communicators do differently than those who appear less competent?


These turn out to be complex questions, and the truth is that the link between message behavior and impressions of communication competence depends upon any number of factors, many of them specific to a particular interaction and the individuals involved. But we’re not completely dead in the water here. It is possible to identify certain message features that tend to be associated with more positive impressions of communication competence, recognizing of course that these associations will not hold in every case, and that there may be lots of exceptions.


If a researcher was interested in studying message behaviors associated with competence evaluations a reasonable place to start would be to identify potentially relevant message cues (e.g., eye contact, smiling), develop video clips of people who vary in the extent to which they exhibit some cue, and then ask a group of research participants to make competence judgments about the people in those clips. And that’s typically the way research in this area gets done. But there is one extra layer that can be employed in researching topics of this sort. As you might imagine, it is very often the case that there will be multiple studies focused on a single question or topic. Where there are multiple tests of a common research question, then, it is possible to conduct a meta-analysis of those studies. A meta-analysis is a way of averaging over a number of similar studies so that we can have greater confidence in the findings of the entire group of studies. (As an analogy, would you have greater confidence in an assessment of a basketball player’s free-throw shooting ability based on a single shot [like a single research study] or on the results of 100 attempts from the line?)


So, Table 3.1 is adapted from a meta-analysis by Brian Spitzberg and James Dillard (2002); it gives the average correlation between various message behaviors and communication-competence assessments across a number of studies. To interpret this table, keep in mind that correlation coefficients capture two properties of the relationship between two variables: magnitude and direction. Correlation coefficients can range in magnitude, or strength, from 0.0 (meaning that there is no association whatsoever; knowing the value of one variable would tell you absolutely nothing about the value of the other) to 1.0 (meaning that the correlation is perfect; knowing the value of the first variable would tell you with 100% certainty the value of the second – a situation that virtually never occurs in the “real world”). With respect to direction, or sign, correlation coefficients can be either positive or negative. A positive correlation simply means that as the value of one variable increases, so too, does the value of the other (e.g., among elementary school children, math ability is positively correlated with shoe size). In contrast, a negative correlation indicates that larger values of one variable are associated with smaller values of the other (e.g., among elementary school students, shoe size is negatively correlated with fear of “what’s under the bed” and need for a night-light).


Looking at Table 3.1, then, we can see that a number of the message cues discussed in Chapter 2 actually do tend to be associated with evaluations of communication competence (although most of the correlations are small to moderate in strength). For example, eye behaviors such as face gaze and eye contact are positively related to competence; same for gestures like emblems and illustrators. On the other hand, you can see from the table that another category of gestures we covered in Chapter 2, “self- and object adaptors,” (basically, “fidgeting”) is negatively related to competence judgments. And the same is true of “speaker-turn latency” where the negative sign of the correlation coefficient indicates that people who are slow to respond (i.e., long lags in the conversation) to tend to be perceived less positively.




Table 3.1
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General Principles of Communication Competence


Table 3.1 offers a pretty fine-grained look at the relationships between certain behavioral attributes and perceptions of communication competence, but the table is limited, after all, to just 12 message variables. From Chapter 2 we know that interpersonal interactions involve the production and processing of an extensive array of verbal and nonverbal message features. Obviously, there is more to be said about the behavioral attributes → communication competence link than is captured in the research summarized in the table above. And this insight suggests a different approach to the issue: What if, rather than a close-up, message-feature by message-feature analysis like that in Table 3.1, we could pull back and get a “bigger-picture,” more encompassing, perspective on this whole “behavior → competence” question? If you’ve ever used binoculars at a football game to zero in on a single player or point of action, how often did you put them aside to be able to see what was unfolding across the entire field? Sometimes “close-up” serves us well; sometimes we benefit from a broader perspective.


Although what counts as “effective” and “appropriate” will certainly vary from situation to situation, and there will always be exceptions, it is still possible to identify some general (i.e., “big picture”) principles of communication competence that tend to hold true. Some readers will know that specifying such principles is something I’ve addressed a couple of times before (Greene, 2009, 2016a), but I keep tweaking the list a little bit each time, so what follows here is a slightly revised, “third pass” at the problem. As with the previous treatments, the list is divided into “basic” and “overarching” principles. The four “basic” principles, then, are:




1. Behavior that reflects an “other orientation” tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent


On balance, behaviors that convey interest, attentiveness, and conversational engagement are perceived more positively than those that appear to indicate self-absorption, disinterest, and boredom. In the context of this principle, evidence that competence judgments are positively related to communication behaviors like face gaze, eye contact, asking questions, and back-channel cues (see Table 3.1) is not at all surprising. And from your own experience, think about your reactions and impressions of people you’ve met whose behavior made it clear that they had no interest in you or what you had to say.






2. Behavior that reflects a higher level of “positive energy” tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent


Message behavior that is energetic, animated, and expressive tends to be evaluated more positively than behavior that is lethargic, slow, sluggish, and muted. This principle helps shed light on Table 3.1 findings like the fact that more frequent emblems, illustrators, and head movements are positively associated with communication competence. More generally, what political candidate doesn’t understand the need to convey dynamism and enthusiasm on the campaign trail? But, the caveat here is that “energetic and expressive” message behavior is limited to positively charged actions. Instances of bitter domestic conflict (even physical abuse) may be “energetic,” but on almost all construals of what counts as “effective and appropriate,” they would not qualify as “competent.”






3. Behavior that is interpersonally rewarding tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent


Behaviors that convey support, assistance, gratitude, and positive regard (e.g., respect and appreciation) tend to be perceived more positively than actions that are demeaning, sarcastic, caustic, and punishing. From Table 3.1, the fact that “smiling” and “paying compliments” are positively correlated with competence assessments is consistent with this general principle. Coaches, teachers, supervisors, and others in positions of leadership will sometimes (often?) find it necessary to critique and correct, but the most capable and respected among them understand how to do so in constructive ways; at the other extreme, “critique” becomes damaging, and may even shade into “verbal abuse.”






4. Behavior that reflects a lack of composure or decorum tends to be perceived as less communicatively competent


In discussing “self-control and self-presentation” as an aspect of social skill earlier in this chapter we noted that a person needs to be able to manage his or her behavior in socially appropriate ways. The fourth of our general principles, then, concerns the consequences of a lapse in this regard. Nervous mannerisms, emotional outbursts, faltering vocal control, inappropriate language, and questionable personal hygiene are among examples that apply here. And, from Table 3.1, we see that self- and object adaptors are, indeed, negatively correlated with assessments of communication competence.


In addition to these four “basic” principles, then, there are three additional “overarching” principles that set qualifications or boundaries on the first four.






5. “Moderate” levels of behavior tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent


In what comes as close to a virtual certainty as any proposition we might formulate concerning human communication behavior, it is the case that it is possible to have too much or too little of almost anything. In fact, for almost any message behavior that we can identify, the “inverted-U” function depicted in Figure 3.1 applies. So, for example, in Table 3.1 we see that there is a positive correlation between head movements and competence, but a person’s behavior that resembles that of a bobble-head doll probably isn’t going to create a positive impression. Speaking volume is positively correlated with competence, but there are people who are so loud that they will blast you through the back wall. Talk time is strongly associated with assessments of competence, but some people never stop talking.
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Figure 3.1




Consider, then, how our first “overarching” principle puts limits on the “basic” principles. It is true that an “other orientation” is associated with competence, but there is a point where other-focus can start to seem obsessive, even creepy. Behavior that is energetic, enthusiastic, and animated tends to be perceived more positively … until the point where a person seems to be bouncing off the walls. Behavior that is rewarding tends to be judged more positively … until it becomes obsequious and fawning.






6. Behaviors that are judged to be “authentic” tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent


The point here is that message behavior that comes across as “real” or “genuine” is likely to be perceived more positively than behaviors that appear to be feigned. The four “basic” principles hold … unless it seems that someone is just “putting on an act.” A person can make efforts to appear “other-oriented,” “enthusiastic,” and so on, but unless her conversational partners sense that such behaviors are authentic, her efforts may have unintended consequences.






7. Behaviors that are adapted to one’s conversational partner, the relationship, and the situation tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent


At one level this principle serves to remind us that behavior that is normatively appropriate in one context may not be appropriate in another. Breaking into sobs at a funeral would not typically be considered inappropriate, but that same behavior during a job interview would probably send up a red flag. Similarly, behavior appropriate in one cultural context might be highly offensive in another (a point we’ll examine more fully in Chapter 11). A simple reading of this principle, then, suggests that knowing and following the “rules for how to act” is more likely to be communicatively competent.


By extension, building on the discussion of “negotiation of social reality” earlier in this chapter, message behavior tends to be viewed more positively when it reflects a normative understanding of the conversational partners’ individual identities and roles, the nature of their relationship, and the social expectations and demands of the situation. In contrast, the behavior of a person who doesn’t seem to grasp role distinctions (e.g., commanding officer versus enlistee), relationship definitions (e.g., friend versus romantic partner), and situational rules and expectations (e.g., wearing a business suit at a black-tie affair) is less likely to be perceived as communicatively competent.


But here’s where things get interesting: There are situations in which flaunting social rules and conventions in mutually agreeable ways may actually be more communicatively competent than adhering to social prescriptions. Departing from basic guidelines for personal conduct (“breaking the rules”) may, in some cases, be the best, most competent, course of action. An off-color joke or display of lack of personal hygiene may have the effect of defining and cementing a close relationship in ways that no number of explicit assurances ever could. In effect, then, this last overarching principle is the “except when” clause of communication competence: “Deviating from normative social prescriptions is likely to be perceived as less communicatively competent, except when …”










So, Just What Have We Learned about the Nature of Communication Skill and Communication Competence?


This chapter has covered a lot of ground, and it’s probably a good idea to take this opportunity to survey the path we’ve taken:




	it is useful to distinguish “communication skill” and “communication competence”



	“communication skill” refers to behaviors and behavioral abilities (for carrying out communicative functions in proficient ways)



	the “communicative functions” that define communication skill are:




	message production and processing



	interaction management



	self-control and self-presentation



	negotiation of “social reality”



	pursuit of interaction goals









	“communication competence” refers to evaluations of behavioral quality (according to some standards)



	the standards of evaluation that define communication competence are:




	effectiveness



	appropriateness









	the “general principles of communicative competence” can be divided into “basic” and overarching principles



	the “basic principles” of communication competence are:




	behavior that reflects an “other orientation” tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent



	behavior that reflects a higher level of “positive energy” tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent



	behavior that is interpersonally rewarding tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent



	behavior that reflects a lack of composure or decorum tends to be perceived as less communicatively competent









	the “overarching principles” of communication competence are:




	“moderate” levels of behavior tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent



	behaviors that are judged to be “authentic” tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent



	behaviors that are adapted to one’s conversational partner, the relationship, and the situation tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent












As I said, this chapter has covered a lot of ground, but if you’ve got a pretty good handle on this map of the conceptual landscape then you should be well positioned for what’s coming in later chapters where we’ll examine the factors that get in the way of skilled communicative performance.






Notes




	1 See Spitzberg (2015), Spitzberg and Cupach (2011), and Wilson and Sabee (2003) for discussions regarding conceptual and terminological variations relevant to the general topic of communication skill.



	2 “Behaviors and behavioral abilities” here is intended to distinguish manifested behavior and potential behavior. A master woodcarver manifests his skills at the workbench, but he is still in full possession of that skill-set (i.e., potential behavior) while engaged in other activities.



	3 The treatment that follows is based on Greene (2016a, 2016b) and Greene and McNallie (2015).



	4 Wiemann (1977) is particularly instructive on this point.
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4
Assessment of Communication Skills and Related Constructs


I have a friend who, as a teenager, baked a layer cake for entry in the county 4-H Fair. After stacking the layers and frosting the cake, it looked great, and she was all set. It was only when the judges attempted to slice the cake that they discovered that she had not removed the wax paper between each layer of her cake! Needless to say, she did not take home a ribbon for her efforts. Not all cakes are created equal. And the same is true of efforts at communication.


The focus of this chapter is on issues pertaining to the assessment of communication skills and other variables associated with communication proficiency. Suppose that the county-fair judges in the story above had awarded my friend’s cake a blue ribbon, and that every other entry also received a blue ribbon. In that case we would have to conclude that there was a problem with their evaluation process. I noted in the Introduction that “communication can be done well or poorly,” but suppose that all efforts at communication (whether they be political speeches, job interviews, handling marital conflict, disciplining children, etc.) were judged to be of the same quality. Again, we’d have to conclude that something was amiss in making those proficiency judgments.


The purpose of this chapter is to lay out a basic approach to thinking about issues of assessment in general, and communication-skill assessment in particular, and then to use that conceptual framework to help us understand the characteristics of desirable skill-assessment techniques (along with common problems you want to avoid).




Theoretical Constructs and Operationalizations


If you were asked to list the qualities of your best friend, you’d probably use terms like “generous,” “dependable,” “talented,” and “funny.” But take note of an important point here: There is a difference in abstract characterizations like “generous” and “dependable” (that you can’t actually see) and observable behaviors (i.e., things you can see). You can see your friend devoting her Thanksgiving Day to working in a food kitchen or promptly arriving every week to give an elderly person a ride to the doctor, but you have to infer that these behaviors are indicative of attributes like generosity and dependability.


The distinction between conceptual abstractions and observable phenomena is crucial because it goes right to the heart of this chapter’s focus on assessment. Theories and models of communication skill and competence are developed at the level of conceptual abstractions – what are termed theoretical constructs – concepts that are not directly observable, but that might reasonably be assumed to be indexed by measures of what is observable (Kaplan, 1964). As examples, from Chapter 3, consider that “effectiveness,” “appropriateness,” “other orientation,” “rewardingness,” and so on, just like “generosity” and “dependability,” can only be inferred from other, more directly observable, indices. I can’t directly see (measure, assess) “effectiveness” – but I can inspect the number of new contracts written by each member of my company’s sales staff and the satisfaction ratings supplied by their clients. In the lab, I can’t put a number on “other orientation,” but I can count the number of seconds a person spends in “other-directed gaze.”


The process of going from theoretical constructs to measurable indices involves operationalizations. If I was interested in studying “speech fluency,” for example, I might operationalize that theoretical construct by assessing speech rate (i.e., words per minute). And, if I wanted to test the hypothesis that speech fluency is related to “credibility” (another theoretical construct), I could use a measure like McCroskey’s (1966) source credibility instrument and have listeners rate speakers according to how knowledgeable and trustworthy they appeared to be. Testing the hypothesis that speech fluency is positively related to credibility, then, would be as simple as examining the correlation between speakers’ words per minute and listeners’ ratings of their credibility (see Figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1






Person Factors and Scales


Much of the research on communication skill involves examination of potential relationships between personal attributes and communication proficiency. These person factors (also called “individual-difference variables”) include theoretical constructs like self-esteem, extraversion, charisma, empathy, and conscientiousness, to name just a few. There are various ways to operationalize constructs such as these, but far and away the most communion technique is to administer a scale – basically a questionnaire comprising items that are thought to tap the construct in question. So, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1989), for example, includes items like “I feel that I have a number of good qualities,” and “I am able to do things as well as most people.” The idea, then, is that people’s responses to a particular scale will allow the researcher to put a number on each person’s level of self-esteem, extraversion, etc.




Case in Point: The BLIRT


Some years ago there was a graduate student in my department who had absolutely no “filter” on what came out of her mouth; as soon as a thought coalesced in her mind, it was on its way to her lips. Behavior of this sort is the essence of the theoretical construct “blirtatiousness,” which according to Swann and Rentfrow (2001), involves “how quickly, frequently, and effusively people respond to their partners” (p. 1160). “High blirters,” then, like our former grad student, “let their thoughts fly;” “low blirters,” in contrast, are more likely to “hold their tongue.” In order to operationalize this construct, Swann and Rentfrow developed the Brief Loquaciousness and Interpersonal Responsiveness Test, the BLIRT, which you can access here: https://abs.la.utexas.edu/swann/files/2016/03/Blirtatiousness.pdf


People scoring high on the BLIRT are likely to endorse items like “If I have something to say, I don’t hesitate to say it,” while their low-blirt counterparts are more likely to agree with scale items such as “If I disagree with someone, I tend to wait until later to say something.”








The Quality of an Operationalization: Reliability and Validity


If you’ve ever taken on a carpentry project you’re probably familiar with the adage to “measure twice and cut once” – the idea being that there is a possibility of error, of being slightly “off,” in measuring a 2 x 4 before cutting it to length. It turns out that there is some element of error in virtually every measurement: A reading of “10.0” on the gas pump means that you got approximately 10 gallons of gas, a thermometer reading of “98.6” indicates that your body temperature is close to that figure, and do we even have to talk about the accuracy of your bathroom scale? In fact, there is a degree of error in even the most accurate atomic clocks (okay, it is less than 1 second in 30 million years, but it is there nonetheless). The upshot is that any measurement (an “observed” value) reflects a “true” component and an “error” component:




Xobserved = Xtrue + Xerror





The goal of developing an operationalization of a theoretical construct, then, is to minimize the error component so that the observed value of the measure is as close to the true value as possible. If you imagine making multiple measurements, the idea is to achieve a situation like that depicted in panel “A” of Figure 4.2. The error component is minimized, and time after time, you’re hitting the “bullseye” – i.e., the construct you’re trying to assess. Other factors, though, may inflate the error term, making the accuracy of assessments suspect, and it is here that we encounter issues of reliability and validity.
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Figure 4.2






Reliability


Reliability refers to the stability or consistency of an assessment tool. What could be more useless to a carpenter than an elastic tape measure – the more you stretch it, the shorter the board gets! Or what about a bathroom scale that never gives the same weight when you repeatedly step on and off? Or, imagine a person completing a scale like the BLIRT multiple times and never getting the same score twice. Those situations would be like that depicted in panel “B” of Figure 4.2 – every assessment gives a different result.


Now, there are several techniques available for quantifying various aspects of reliability, but here we really only need to touch on the three approaches to establishing reliability that you’re most likely to encounter. The most obvious way of examining the stability and consistency of a measurement tool is to administer the instrument to a group of people, and then, after some period of time, administer that instrument to the same group of people once again. Establishing test-retest reliability, then, simply involves examining the correlation between scores at Time 1 and Time 2. Remember from Chapter 3 that correlation coefficients can range in magnitude from 0.0 to 1.0, where a correlation of 0.0 would mean that there was no relationship whatsoever (i.e., zero test-retest reliability), and a correlation of 1.0 means that knowing a person’s score at Time 1 would tell you with 100% certainty what his score was at Time 2. In the case of the BLIRT, for example, Swann and Rentfrow (2001) report a test-retest reliability coefficient of .77 with a lag of three months between the two administrations of that scale.


The second method of establishing reliability that you’re likely to come across involves thinking about “consistency” in a different way. Scales (like the BLIRT) typically involve a number of items that are intended to index the same theoretical construct.1 (If you look at the BLIRT you’ll see that it consists of eight items, all tapping, in one way or another, people’s propensity to speak their mind.2) The idea behind the internal consistency, or reliability, of a measure, then, is that all the items in the scale actually are assessing the same construct. If one or more of the items in the scale is (are) tapping into something different from the other items, that reduces the internal reliability of the scale. One simple way of putting a number on this sort of reliability is to administer the instrument to a group of people, and then examine the correlation between their total score on half the scale items and their total score on the other half of the items. So, in order to establish the split-halves reliability of the BLIRT you might look at the correlation between the odd-numbered items and the even-numbered items of that scale. A more sophisticated method of establishing the internal reliability of a scale is the α (“alpha”) reliability coefficient (Cronbach, 1951). Instead of examining the correlation between two particular halves of a scale, one way of thinking about Cronbach’s α is that it is based on the average correlation between every single item in the scale and every other single item in that scale (i.e., for the BLIRT, the correlation between Item 1 and Items 2, 3, 4, etc. – 28 correlations in all).3 And, because α is based on correlation coefficients, it will still range in magnitude from 0.0 to 1.0. In the case of the BLIRT, for example, Swann and Rentfrow (2001) report an α value of .84 – meaning that all the items in the scale pretty well “hang together” in assessing the same construct.


The last of our “big three” methods of assessing reliability again reflects a slightly different “take” on how to operationalize a construct and go about establishing the consistency of that operationalization. Suppose that you were interested in studying blirtatiousness, but instead of relying on the BLIRT, you determined that the best way to operationalize that construct would be to have judges (similar to Olympic diving judges or 4-H cake judges) observe people in the course of their everyday lives, and then simply rate them along some low-to-high, numerical (e.g., 1-to-7) scale. Framed in this way, reliability becomes a question of consistency across judges, what is termed interrater reliability. If you’ve got a judge who is out of step with the others (maybe he has a different understanding of the meaning of blirtatiousness, or a diving judge suffering from macular degeneration, or a 4-H judge who prefers his cake with wax paper), interrater reliability is going to take a hit. In cases where there are just two judges, establishing interrater reliability is as simple as having each judge independently rate each person or item (contestant, cake, etc.) and once again computing the correlation between their respective ratings. And there are simple techniques for extending that basic correlation-based approach in cases where there are three or more judges.






Validity


Earlier in this chapter we saw that accurate assessment of some construct involves minimizing the “Xerror” term so that “observed” values come as close as possible to the “true” values of that construct. And we’ve seen that a lack of reliability (i.e., stability and consistency) inflates the size of the “error” term – a state of affairs like that depicted in panel “B” of Figure 4.2. But notice that there is a second way that assessments might deviate from true scores. In panel “C” of Figure 4.2 we have a situation where repeated assessments are consistent, but they are also “consistently off the mark.” And this is where issues of validity come into play. There are several concepts that fall under the general heading of “validity” (e.g., “face validity,” “predictive validity,” etc.), but here our concern need only be with construct validity – the extent to which an operationalization actually measures the construct of interest (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955).


We can see an example of “slippage” between what an operationalization is thought to assess and what it might actually be tapping in the case of college course evaluations. End-of-semester teaching evaluations typically include items assessing the instructor’s knowledge of the subject matter, preparation, organization and clarity, and so on. Ambady and Rosenthal (1993), though, designed a clever study in which they correlated actual students’ end-of-semester evaluations with general impressions from a second group of judges who saw three 10-second silent clips of each teacher in action. That’s right: They correlated the course evals from students who had been in the class for an entire semester with global impressions from people who had seen the instructor for a total of 30 seconds. The correlation between the actual end-of-semester evaluations and a global rating based on three 10-second silent snippets was .76! So much for tapping knowledge of subject matter, preparation, clarity, and so on (see Figure 4.2, panel “C”).4


In contrast to reliability, where assessment of test-retest reliability, internal consistency, and interrater reliability is relatively straightforward, establishing the construct validity of an operationalization is rather more involved. A useful metaphor for thinking about establishing validity is that of constructing a stone wall: Piece by piece, stone by stone, evidence is assembled to build an overall case for validity. And this evidence can come in various forms (Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). The method of group differences, for example, is based on the idea that certain groups of people should be expected to score higher on a particular measure than members of other groups. In the case of blirtatiousness, Swann and Rentfrow (2001) reasoned that people employed in auto sales ought to score higher than librarians – makes sense, doesn’t it? Sure enough, that’s what they found: Salespersons had higher average BLIRT scores than librarians (one stone in the wall). The method of convergent validity involves examining associations with conceptually related variables. We might expect that, although blirtatiousness and extraversion are conceptually distinct constructs, people high on one should have at least some tendency to be high on the other. And Swann and Rentfrow found that correlation to be .34. Similar results were found for self-esteem, and impulsivity – constructs that are positively correlated with blirtatiousness, but the correlation is not so large as to suggest that they are just different names (or measures) for the same thing. The logic of the method of discriminant validity involves showing that there is no correlation, where conceptually, there should not be one. The definition of blirtatiousness, for example, gives no reason to expect that it will be related to students’ GPA, and that correlation tuned out to be virtually zero.5 The idea, again, is that these various kinds of evidence accumulate, stone by stone, and thus give some level of confidence that the operationalization in question is more akin to the situation depicted in panel “A” of Figure 4.2 than that given in panel “C.”










socially skilled ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ socially unskilled


Assessments of communication proficiency in some contexts may be as simple as ticking off items in a checklist (e.g., “asked the caller’s name,” “asked the caller’s birthdate,” “asked ‘how can I help?’,” etc.). More typically, though, skill assessments involve the use of some sort of rating scale comprising items like that in the section heading immediately above (which comes from an instrument developed by Trower, Bryant, and Argyle, 1978). In fact, there are a great many scales available for assessing general social skills (e.g., Barkham, Hardy, & Startup, 1996; Lowe & Cautela, 1978; McCroskey & McCroskey, 1988; Riggio, 1986; Rubin & Martin, 1994; Wiemann, 1977), as well as more specific communication-relevant abilities such as listening (e.g., Bodie, Winter, Dupuis, & Tompkins, 2019; Pearce, Johnson, & Barker, 2003) and empathy (e.g., Davis, 1983; Joliffe & Farrington, 2006).6


Beyond the distinction between general assessments of communication skills versus measures that are more narrowly focused on specific communication functions and contexts, there are other dimensions along which assessment instruments can be distinguished, three of which are of particular note. First, scales differ in terms of whether their focus is episodic or dispositional. Episodic assessments are concerned with a person’s behavior on a particular occasion (i.e., episode), like a job interview or sales call; a grade on your informative speech in public speaking class is an episodic assessment. Dispositional measures, in contrast, are aimed at assessing how well a person generally performs (i.e., over numerous occasions). Second, skill-assessment instruments differ according to whether their focus is on molar or molecular characterizations of behavior. Molar assessments involve the sort of abstract characterizations of behavior introduced earlier in this chapter. Descriptions like “friendly,” “nervous,” and “domineering” make no reference to observable behaviors. By way of contrast there are lower-level, molecular characterizations like “smiling,” “self-adaptors,” and “interruptions.” Finally, communication-skill-assessment measures can be distinguished according to who provides the evaluation. In the world of business, assessments are typically made by supervisors and others higher up on the organizational “totem pole.” College course evaluations come from students. But very often research on communication skills involves the use of scales where people are asked to provide their own assessments of their abilities.




Case in Point: The CSRS


There is a particularly good illustration of these differences in approaches to communication-skill assessment in the Conversational Skills Rating Scale (CSRS), developed by Brian Spitzberg (2007), that you can access here: https://www.natcom.org/sites/default/files/pages/Assessment_Resources_Conversation_Skills_Rating_Scale_2ndEd.pdf


Notice that the CSRS is available in different versions. There is a version for reporting on a specific episode (“Rate how skillfully YOU used, or didn’t use, the following communicative behaviors in the conversation …” p. 28) and a dispositional version (“Rate how Skillfully YOU GENERALLY use, or do not use, the following communication behaviors in your conversations …” p. 31). With respect to the issue of “who provides the evaluation” there is a “partner-rating” version (“Rate how skillfully YOUR PARTNER used, or didn’t use, the following communicative behaviors in the conversation …” p. 27), an “observer-rating” version (“Rate how skillfully THIS INTERACTANT used or didn’t use, the following communicative behaviors in the conversation …” p. 29), and a “self-rating” version (“Rate how skillfully YOU used, or didn’t use, the following communicative behaviors in the conversation …” p. 28). And, finally, you can see that each version of the CSRS assesses both molar (e.g., “good conversationalist,” “socially skilled”) and more molecular (e.g., “speaking rate,” “lean toward partner,” “asking questions”) characterizations of behavior.






Reliability and Validity in Communication-Skill Assessments


When it comes to communication-skill assessments, the earlier discussions of reliability (test-retest; internal consistency, interrater reliability) and construct validity still apply. But in wrapping things up a couple of additional points concerning systematic threats to validity do merit mention. The first of these concerns self-reports of communication skills (i.e., individuals evaluating their own abilities and/or performance). Recall from the discussion of the “communication skills paradox” in Chapter 1 that people tend to misjudge (usually overestimate) their communication skills. As Brian Spitzberg (2015b) has noted, “Everyday communicators can be surprisingly ignorant or forgetful about their actual communication behavior” (p. 253). Indeed, a great many studies show that people tend to evaluate their own communication performance more positively than other people do (see Spitzberg, 2015a). In is also noteworthy that this general pattern extends beyond communication abilities to broader evaluations of job performance where research shows that the correlation between supervisor ratings and self-ratings is actually quite low (Heidemeier & Moser, 2009).


A second example of “missing the mark” in communication performance assessments involves the potential biasing effects of stereotypes – mental representations pertaining to assumed characteristics of members of particular groups (Fiske & Taylor, 2013). Take the “physical attractiveness stereotype” (Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991) as a case in point. Despite what your mother may have told you about “beauty being in the eye of the beholder,” the fact of the matter is that your mother was wrong. There is very high interrater reliability in making judgments of physical attractiveness (Langlois, Kalakanis, Rubenstein, Larson, Hallam, & Smoot, 2000); reliability coefficients, even when people make judgments about members of other cultures and ethnicities, are on the order of .90! It is well-established that physically attractive people enjoy a variety of positive life outcomes, both in their work and in their interpersonal relationships (see Langlois, et al., 2000; Maestripieri, Henry, & Nickels, 2017), but what is most relevant here is that attractive people are stereotypically thought to be more socially competent than their less attractive counterparts (Eagly, et al., 1991; Langlois, et al., 2000). Assessments of communication skills, then, may be influenced by physical appearance, thereby inflating the “Xerror” term, and contributing to a situation like that depicted in panel “C” of Figure 4.2. More broadly, stereotypes concerning the attributes of any particular social group may have the same kind of biasing effects in assessing communication skills.


As a general rule, when the performance qualities being evaluated are ill-specified (and more subjective) problems with reliability and validity are likely to creep in – after all, attributes like “leadership ability,” “takes initiative,” and “collegiality” leave a lot of room for individual interpretation. In contrast, clear definitions and objective performance criteria help to minimize such problems, as does training supervisory staff and evaluators in the application of performance criteria to ensure that there is some level of consistency across judges.








Conclusion


This book began with a discussion of “Four Things Everybody Already Knows about Communication Skills” – one of those being “communication can be done well or poorly.” What should now be apparent is that assessment of communication skills can be done well or poorly. Assessments that lack reliability and/or validity may not simply be of limited usefulness, they may actually be a liability. In business and organizational settings where decisions are made on the basis of skill assessments, the GIGO principle (“garbage in, garbage out”) obviously applies: bad skill assessments → bad decisions. With questionable skill assessments, areas where (and people for whom) skill training is warranted may be misidentified; promising employees may be overlooked; staff satisfaction and retention may be negatively impacted; and since skill assessments, even bad ones, don’t come free, there is the overarching issue of return on investment.


We’ve now come to something of a transition point in our examination of communication skill and skill enhancement. Chapters 2, 3, and now 4, have focused on introducing key terms and concepts to equip the reader for engaging the research on communication skill, and the “real-world,” practical implications of that research, in a knowledgeable way. If you’ve got a good handle on these last three chapters, you should be pretty well set to take a seat at the “grown-up table” where communication skills and skill assessment are topics of discussion.






Notes




	1 It is important to note that many scales are designed to tap multiple dimensions of a particular construct. Davis’ (1983) Interpersonal Reactivity Index, for example, involves four distinct subscales assessing various components of empathy. Depending upon the specific nature of the construct in question, subscales may or may not be highly correlated.



	2 Notice, though, that some items of the BLIRT are worded in one direction (e.g., “I speak my mind as soon as a thought enters my head.”) and others are reverse-worded (e.g., “It often takes me a while to figure out how to express myself.”). This is standard practice in developing a scale and helps insure that respondents are reading each item more carefully.



	3 The magnitude of Cronbach’s α actually depends on two factors, the average correlation between every pair of items in the scale and the number of items in the scale. This means that a low α value can be improved by dropping “bad” items (i.e., items that aren’t highly correlated with the rest of the scale) and by adding additional items. This is why scales often seem to be asking the same question, with minor wording variations, again and again. Two items with just a minor word change are likely to be highly correlated, and writing additional, similar, items will increase the total number of items in the scale.



	4 Instead, Ambady and Rosenthal’s (1993) data suggest that end-of-semester course evaluations are likely tapping global impressions of “confidence,” “dominance,” “enthusiasm,” “optimism,” and related attributes.



	5 Among other approaches to establishing construct validity, one I’ll mention here involves examining associations with other measures of the same construct. Where other reliable and valid measures of a construct exist, one would expect high correlations with a new measure.



	6 See Spitzberg (2003) for a review of skill-assessment measures.










References




	Ambady, N., & Rosenthal, R. (1993). Half a minute: Predicting teacher evaluations from thin slices of nonverbal behavior and physical attractiveness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64(3), 431–441. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.64.3.431



	Barkham, M., Hardy, G. E., & Startup, M. (1996). The IIP-32: A short version of the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems. British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 35(1), 21–35. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8260.1996.tb01159.x



	Bodie, G. D., Winter, J., Dupuis, D., & Tompkins, T. (2019). The ECHO Listening Profile: Initial validity evidence for a measure of four listening habits. International Journal of Listening. Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10904018.2019.1611433



	Campbell, D. T., & Fiske, D. W. (1959). Convergent and discriminant validation by the multitrait-multimethod matrix. Psychological Bulletin, 56(2), 81–105. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0046016



	Cronbach, L. J. (1951). Coefficient alpha and the internal structure of tests. Psychometrika, 16(3), 297–335. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02310555



	Cronbach, L. J., & Meehl, P. E. (1955). Construct validity in psychological tests. Psychological Bulletin, 52(4), 281–302. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0040957



	Davis, M. H. (1983). Measuring individual differences in empathy: Evidence for a multidimensional approach. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 44(1), 113–126. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.44.1.113



	Eagly, A. H., Ashmore, R. D., Makhijani, N. G., & Longo, L. C. (1991). What is beautiful is good, but … : A meta-analytic review of research on the physical attractiveness stereotype. Psychological Bulletin, 110(1), 109–128. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.110.1.109



	Fiske, S. T., & Taylor, S. E. (2013). Social cognition: From brains to culture (2nd ed.). Los Angeles, CA: Sage.



	Heidemeier, H., & Moser, K. (2009). Self – other agreement in job performance ratings: A meta-analytic test of a process model. Journal of Applied Psychology, 94(2), 353–370. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.94.2.353



	Joliffe, D., & Farrington, D. P. (2006). Development and validation of the Basic Empathy Scale. Journal of Adolescence, 29(4), 589–611. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2005.08.010



	Kaplan, A. (1964). The conduct of inquiry: Methodology for behavioral science. New York, NY: Harper & Row.



	Langlois, J. H., Kalakanis, L., Rubenstein, A. J., Larson, A., Hallam, M., & Smoot, M. (2000). Maxims or myths of beauty? A meta-analytic and theoretical review. Psychological Bulletin, 126(3), 390–423. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.126.3.390



	Lowe, M. R., & Cautela, J. R. (1978). A self-report measure of social skill. Behavior Therapy, 9(4), 535–544. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0005-7894(78)80126-9



	Maestripieri, D., Henry, A., & Nickels, N. (2017). Explaining financial and prosocial biases in favor of attractive people: Interdisciplinary perspectives from economics, social psychology, and evolutionary psychology. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 40, 1–16. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X16000340



	McCroskey, J. C. (1966). Scales for the measurement of ethos. Speech Monographs, 33(1), 65–72. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03637756609375482



	Pearce, C. G., Johnson, I. W., & Barker, R. T. (2003). Assessment of the Listening Styles Inventory: Progress in establishing reliability and validity. Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 17(1), 84–113. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1050651902238546



	Riggio, R. E. (1986). Assessment of basic social skills. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51(3), 649–660. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.3.649



	Rosenberg, M. (1989). Society and adolescent self-image (rev. ed.). Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press.



	Rubin, R. B., & Martin, M. M. (1994). Development of a measure of interpersonal communication competence. Communication Research Reports, 11(1), 33–44. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08824099409359938



	Spitzberg, B. H. (2003). Methods of interpersonal skill assessment. In J. O. Greene & B. R. Burleson (Eds.), Handbook of communication and social interaction skills (pp. 93–134). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.



	Spitzberg, B. H. (2007). CSRS: The Conversational Skills Rating Scale: An instructional assessment of interpersonal competence. Washington, D.C.: National Communication Association.



	Spitzberg, B. H. (2015a). Assessing the state of assessment: Communication competence. In A. F. Hannawa & B. H. Spitzberg (Eds.), Handbooks of communication science, Vol. 22: Communication competence (pp. 559–584). Berlin, GR: Mouton de Gruyter.



	Spitzberg, B. H. (2015b). The composition of competence: Communication skills. In A. F. Hannawa & B. H. Spitzberg (Eds.), Handbooks of communication science, Vol. 22: Communication competence (pp. 237–269). Berlin, GR: Mouton de Gruyter.



	Swann, W. B., Jr., & Rentfrow, P. J. (2001). Blirtatiousness: Cognitive, behavioral, and physiological consequences of rapid responding. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(6), 1160–1175. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.81.6.1160



	Trower, P., Bryant, B., & Argyle, M. (1978). Social skills and mental health. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press.



	Wiemann, J. M. (1977). Explication and test of a model of communicative competence. Human Communication Research, 3(3), 195–213. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1977.tb00518.x













5
The Course of Communication-Skill Acquisition


Acquiring a skill is nothing like flipping a light-switch. Instead of instantly going from “off” to “on,” novice to expert, skills develop gradually over time through experience and practice. Whom would you choose to perform a delicate surgical procedure: a doctor who specialized in that particular procedure and did it every week, or a general surgeon attempting that operation for the first time? It’s not too hard to figure whom most of us would choose. Although the stakes might not be as high, in the realm of communication skills, a newly minted sales rep, news anchor, or teacher is not likely to be as proficient as their more experienced counterparts who have “learned the ropes” and mastered the skills of their respective professions.


This chapter is concerned with how and why performance improves over time. Consider that a person’s first attempts at some new activity tend to be slow and error-prone, but with practice people get quicker, and they make fewer mistakes. As an important next step in our exploration of skill and skill enhancement, then, we need to give some careful attention to the relationship between experience and performance improvement. What, exactly, is known about what is going on when surgeons, sales reps, announcers, and teachers (and account managers, HR directors, public relations practitioners, therapists, ministers) … [insert your occupation here] … get better as they work at their craft?


In the remainder of this chapter I am going to come at the issue of the relationship between performance quality and practice in two different ways (or levels). The first level involves describing how performance changes as a result of practice. The second, then, focuses on explaining why we get better as we work at some skill.




Describing the Course of Skill Acquisition


Let’s start by taking a quick look at the graph in Figure 5.1. Pretty straightforward: On the X axis we’ve got amount of practice, and the Y axis represents some measure of performance quality. Our concern, then, is with describing the relationship between these two variables (and hence the big ? in the figure). To put it another way, what is the nature of the function that expresses how performance improves as practice increases?




[image: Image]

Figure 5.1




Okay, don’t bail on me here – this is going to be a lot easier than you might think. Remember the equation for a straight line that you learned in middle school:




y = m x + b





where “y” represents performance quality, “x” is amount of practice, “m” is the slope of the line (i.e., the amount of improvement with each unit of practice), and “b” is the y-intercept (i.e., performance quality when amount of practice equals zero). So, if the relationship between practice and performance really was described by a straight line, we’d have a graph something like that given in Figure 5.2.
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Figure 5.2




The problem with the function depicted in figure 5.2, though, is that the relationship between practice and performance quality can’t possibly be linear (i.e., a straight line) – nobody keeps getting better at the same rate forever. Think about it this way: Figure 5.2 indicates that performance would keep improving by the same constant amount with every unit of practice. Now, that’s just not true, is it? Think back to when you were first learning to drive, and how much you improved over the course of your first 10 times behind the wheel. You probably went from being a nuisance on the road (if not an outright danger) to someone who at least stood a chance of passing the driver’s test. Think, then, about the 10 most recent times you’ve driven: Have your skills continued to improve as much over the last 3–4 days as they did when you were first learning to drive? Of course not; so Figure 5.2 and the equation y = m x + b is out as a description of the course of skill acquisition.


In fact, the trajectory of skill development looks much more like that depicted in Figure 5.3. Notice here that performance improves a great deal in the early stages of practice, but as practice continues, the curve begins to flatten out, and gradually approaches a performance asymptote (indicated by the dotted line). The equation that describes functions of this type is:




y = b x m (where 0 < m < 1.0)





But here’s where all of this gets a lot simpler: The terms in this equation still have exactly the same meaning as they had in the equation for a straight line that you learned when you were young: “y” still represents performance quality, “x” is the amount of practice, “b” is still performance quality when amount of practice equals zero, and “m” is the slope (i.e., steepness) of the learning curve.1 And we’ll see shortly that this simple equation (what is called the “power law of practice”) has some important implications for designing skill-training programs.
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Figure 5.3






A Couple of Small Wrinkles (before we go further)


If you look again at Figure 5.3 you can see that the values representing “performance quality” are depicted as increasing as a function of experience and practice. And that is the way we typically think about assigning numbers to performance: Bigger numbers are indicative of better performance (e.g., higher GPAs reflect greater scholastic achievement; superior gymnastics routines receive higher scores). But in some cases, the numerical values that reflect performance quality will decrease as skill improves. Consider that bowling scores will increase as a person becomes more proficient, but golf scores will go down as a person learns the game. More generally, measures such as the time it takes to complete a task and error rate will produce skill-acquisition curves like that in Figure 5.4. In the realm of communication skills, we find that experts in a particular topic area have higher speech rates (from Chapter 2, words per minute), but fewer speech errors and disfluencies. In either case the equation y = b x m still applies, but here m < 0, and a skill acquisition curve like that in Figure 5.4 is basically just a mirror image of the one in Figure 5.3.
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Figure 5.4




The second “wrinkle” I need to throw in here is a caveat (recall, from Chapter 1, “something to be aware of”) concerning the curves in Figures 5.3 and 5.4 (and 5.5, 5.6, and 5.7). All of these graphs represent hypothetical skill-acquisition curves where the measure of performance quality perfectly follows y = b x m. The curves are smooth; performance quality on practice trial x is always a little bit better than on the previous trial; even more, if you knew the value of performance quality on trial x (and m and b), you could predict with perfect accuracy what the value of performance quality would be on the next trial. But that’s not the way it works with real people in the real world. Actual skill-acquisition curves are jagged, not smooth. A person may show steady improvement for a few practices, and then “mess up” on one. The bottom line is that the course of skill acquisition really does reflect the power law of practice, but there will be more variation in performance quality from trial to trial than our graphs suggest.






The “Payoff”


The fact that the course of skill acquisition is described by the equation y = b x m carries with it some important practical implications, and it is here that the “real-world payoff” for readers interested in skill enhancement comes in. Specifically, there are two essential points to be derived from what we’ve learned so far in this chapter: the first pertaining to just how long it takes to become really good at some skill, and the second centering on individual differences in the course of skill acquisition.




The Time-Course of Skill Acquisition and the “Ten-Year Rule”


One implication of the equation describing the relationship between practice and performance improvement is that skill acquisition is a much more protracted process than one might suppose. An alternative way of stating the relationship expressed by the power law of practice goes like this: “If behavior improves by some factor, X, in n trials, then it will take n (n – 1) additional trials for behavior to improve by a factor of X again” (Newell & Rosenbloom, 1981). So, for example, if a person’s performance at some task got twice as good (i.e., improved by a factor of 2) over the course of, say, 25 practice sessions, then it would take an additional 600 sessions [i.e., 25 (25–1)] for his or her performance to improve by a factor of 2 once again! You can get a sense of this regularity by taking another look at Figure 5.3: Early on the curve is pretty steep, but performance improvements with each successive trial diminish, and the curve very gradually approaches the asymptotic limit.


Our concern here is with the development of communication skills, and studies show that improvements in such skills really do follow the power law of practice (see Greene, 2003). More generally, research on the acquisition of other types of skill (e.g., computer programming, air-traffic control) indicate that activities such as these require at least 100 hours of training and practice (see Anderson, 1982; Schneider, 1985). As another illustration of just how long it takes to get really good at something, the “ten-year rule” states that achieving truly exceptional performance in a variety of skill domains (e.g., playing a musical instrument, dance, chess) requires 10 years of intensive preparation (see Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993; Ericsson & Lehman, 1996; Simon & Chase, 1973).






Individual Differences in the Course of Skill Acquisition


This next statement should have zero news value: The course of skill acquisition varies from person to person. I think we all generally recognize that some folks just seem to have a “knack” for a new activity and pick it up very quickly while others struggle to “get the hang of things.” But here’s where the power law of practice can sharpen our understanding of just how people differ when it comes to skilled performance.




[image: Image]

Figure 5.5




Take a look at Figure 5.5; here we’ve got an example of two people (p1 and p2) who differ in the value of “m” – the steepness of the skill-acquisition curve (what is called the “learning-rate parameter”). People who improve more quickly will have larger values of “m.” By way of contrast, in Figure 5.6 we’ve got a case where the value of “m” is the same (i.e., two people who are improving at the same rate), but where the values of “b” are different (i.e., one was better from the very start). Finally, in Figure 5.7 the values of “m” and “b” are the same, but the asymptotic limit is different (i.e., one person “tops out” at lower performance level than the other).
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Figure 5.6
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Figure 5.7




As a side note here, you’ve probably heard people say they had a “steep learning curve” in some area. In fact, in Figure 5.5 you can see that having a “steep learning curve” means improving very rapidly. So, when people say that they had a “steep learning curve,” in all likelihood that’s not what they mean at all; what they’re probably trying to express is that there was a big gap between “b” and the performance asymptote.










Explaining the Course of Skill Acquisition


So far in this chapter we’ve seen that the course of performance improvement as a function of practice is given by the general equation y = b x m. But as useful as this equation is for describing changes in performance quality, it doesn’t tell us anything about why people get better with practice (or why, for that matter, is the learning curve steep in the beginning but gradually flattens out?). Moving from describing performance changes to explaining those changes requires that we give some attention to the nature of human memory. Figure 5.8 captures the essential idea: If experience affects “memory,” which, in turn, is related to performance, then “memory” can help us “fill in the gap” and understand why y = b x m (i.e., why practice is related to performance improvement).
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Figure 5.8






Memory Systems: A Basic Overview


Theorists who study human memory are interested in how people acquire, store, retrieve, and utilize information they’ve gleaned from their experiences. Over the course of the last 150 years, these researchers have developed a wide array of models and theories of various memory systems (see Miyake & Shah, 1999; Tulving & Craik, 2000), but we can accomplish what we need to do here by winnowing that long history of work on memory down to just four essential concepts.




Long-Term Memory and Working Memory


Long-term memory (LTM) is a very large, relatively permanent store of information that an individual has acquired over the course of his or her lifetime. Think about all the factual information you learned in school (e.g., the state capitols, the three parts of an insect’s body), all of your knowledge of the English language (e.g., word meanings, rules of grammar), visual information (e.g., the appearance of a dachshund), motor-skill information (e.g., how to tie your shoes or ride a bicycle), and, yes, even information about the taste of chocolate ice cream. All of this, and much more, is coded in LTM. Further, evidence suggests that LTM is largely permanent. It appears that once something has been entered into LTM it stays there, even if a person can no longer recall it.


In contrast to LTM, working memory (or “short-term memory”) is a system in which a very limited amount of information is retained for brief periods (i.e., seconds). The information in working memory (WM) is generally equated with the contents of conscious awareness. In other words, we are aware of the information in WM, and this makes it quite different from the contents of LTM. You have a vast amount of information in LTM that you’re not presently conscious of. In fact, one way to think about what happens when you retrieve something from LTM is that it has been brought into WM. A simple illustration involves a piece of information that, at this moment, is in your LTM (and outside your awareness), and yet it can be brought into WM: What is your father’s middle name? As soon as the question is posed, something in the LTM system that you weren’t aware of is brought into conscious awareness, that is, into the WM system.


One other thing to note about WM is that information there can be manipulated and transformed. For example, having retrieved your father’s middle name, you can (probably) spell it backwards; having retrieved your current street address, you can find the sum of those digits; or having formed an image of your current home or apartment, you could give a “walking tour” of the place without even being there – all curtesy of WM.


A particularly important form of information manipulation in WM is rehearsal. We’ve already noted that information in WM is lost pretty quickly, but the span of retention in WM can be extended indefinitely by mental rehearsal – an unfamiliar telephone number will stay in WM as long as you choose to mentally repeat it. Of course, as long as we’re rehearsing information in WM, we’re taking up space so that other information can’t be processed there. One way to think about WM is that it is precious mental real estate – you can keep something there by rehearsal, but most of us have better things to do with our working-memory capacity than to take it up by rehearsing the same thing over and over, and once we stop rehearsing, that information will quickly pass out of WM.






Declarative and Procedural Knowledge


The second pair of memory-related constructs relevant to skill acquisition involves declarative versus procedural memory (see Anderson, 1993). “Declarative memory” includes knowledge of facts and concepts. It includes your knowledge of people’s names, historical events, movie plots, and word definitions – just to give a few examples. In contrast, “procedural memory” is knowledge of how to perform actions and skills. In the realm of procedural knowledge, then, we’d include memory for how to do things like playing the piano, swimming, and articulating the sound units and words of one’s native language. In essence, we can think of declarative knowledge as “knowledge that” (e.g., knowing that Independence Hall is in Philadelphia) and procedural knowledge as “knowledge how” (e.g., knowing how to ride a motorcycle).


Among the properties that distinguish declarative and procedural knowledge there are two that are particularly relevant in shedding some light on processes of skill acquisition. First, declarative knowledge can be acquired directly and suddenly (as when someone relates a piece of gossip that you did not know before), whereas procedural knowledge is acquired gradually through repeated attempts to carry out some activity (as in learning to play the accordion). A second point of distinction between declarative and procedural information involves our ability to give a verbal report of what we know. In the case of declarative memory, people are able state what they know: They can declare that information. In contrast, we are often unable to report our procedural knowledge. People who have mastered a skill may find it difficult to tell a learner how to do it, and instead, they resort to demonstrations of what to do – something anyone who has ever tried to teach a child an athletic skill can probably relate to.








Stages of Skill Acquisition


So, why does performance quality improve as a function of experience and practice? And more specifically, from Figure 5.8, how, exactly, can “memory” be used to explain the practice – performance relationship? Scholars who study adult acquisition of communication skills (one of the primary concerns of this book) have not given a great deal of attention to the nature and role of memory systems that underlie performance improvements (but see Greene, 2003), but there are long traditions of research on acquisition of motor skills and cognitive skills (see Adams, 1987; Proctor & Dutta, 1995; VanLehn, 1996), and theories developed in these fields can shed some light on what is going on as people acquire communication skills.


Theories of motor- and cognitive-skill development (e.g., Anderson, 1983; Fitts & Posner, 1967; Rasmussen, 1986) vary in their details, but we can distill some common themes that characterize such models and that are particularly relevant to our interests. Most important is the idea that skill acquisition involves three phases, or transitions, in memory development: (a) cognitive, (b) associative, and (c) autonomous.


In the cognitive stage of skill acquisition, through instruction, observation, or other means, a person achieves a rudimentary understanding of what the skill involves. In effect, the person learns a set of rules or guidelines for what to do. This information, facts about how to carry out the skill, becomes a part of his or her declarative memory system. At this stage, a beginning driver may begin learning the sequence of things to do when entering a traffic circle, and, in the realm of communication skills, a new mortgage-loan officer learns what questions he or she can legally ask when someone calls to inquire about a home loan. At this stage it is possible to carry out the skill by keeping the “rules for what to do” in working memory. But, performance also tends to be slow and error-prone, and because the capacity of working memory is limited, “keeping the rules in mind” puts a serious crimp on the ability to carry out other tasks.


As a person continues to work at the skill, there will be opportunities to correct errors and refine his or her understanding of what should be done (thereby producing substantial initial improvements), but perhaps more importantly, in the associative stage, procedural-memory representations for how to carry out the activity will begin to form. When a person can rely on procedural memory to carry a task, performance gets faster, with fewer errors, and because working memory isn’t crowded with “rules for what to do,” other activities can be carried out in WM. Our beginning driver can now listen to the radio, and because she no longer has to keep the laws for what she can and can’t say in mind (her procedural-memory “script” for what to say makes that unnecessary), our mortgage-loan officer can more fully attend to the details of what the caller is telling her.


Finally, in the autonomous stage of skill acquisition, the procedural-memory representations for carrying out the activity get “stronger” and stronger with use – analogous to exercising a muscle.2 The result is that performance will continue to get just a little bit better with each use, approaching the performance asymptote, over months and years. But, when a person comes to rely exclusively on procedural memory, the declarative information that he or she used to rely on might no longer be available for verbal report.


To wrap up this section, there are a couple of caveats that come along with our three-stage model. First, it would be a mistake to think in terms of discrete stages; that is, there are not clear boundaries where people pass from one stage to the next. A person will not be in the cognitive stage in the morning and have left it behind by the afternoon. Instead, it is more appropriate to think in terms of a gradual shading as new modes of memory functioning become more prominent. Our second caveat is that many complex, “real-world” communication tasks will involve a mixture of sub-skills at different stages of development. A person who has years of experience using a QWERTY keyboard is almost certainly in the autonomous stage when it comes to executing keystrokes, but may be in the cognitive stage in learning a new software package. In similar fashion, a loan officer with many years of experience explaining the in-and-outs of the lending process to first-time home-buyers can anticipate their FAQs even before they’re asked (and knows the answers by heart), but if her company switches to a new computer system she may be back to “square one” in mastering that component of taking an application.








Implications and “Take-Aways”


This chapter is concerned with the relationship between experience and performance – a topic we’ve come at in two different ways. At a descriptive level, we’ve seen that the course of performance improvement is captured by the “power law of practice” (y = b x m), and at an explanatory level we’ve examined a three-stage model of skill acquisition based on the nature of the memory systems that predominate at each stage. These two complementary approaches to the experience–performance relationship highlight some fundamental insights regarding skill enhancement:




	skill acquisition begins with a basic understanding of what the skill requires, but with practice this declarative understanding is refined and gradually gives way to procedural memory for carrying out the skill



	skill acquisition is reflected in greater speed, fewer errors, and the ability to free up working memory for other tasks



	achieving exceptional levels of performance in a complex skill may require years of experience



	people vary in the speed with which they acquire a skill, and what is sufficient practice to achieve a given level of performance for one person, may not be enough practice for another



	people vary in their level of performance at the start of practice, and some will have “further to go” than others



	people vary in their level of asymptotic performance, and some will “top out” at lower levels than others






These are important ideas, but they are just the start. In the next chapter we’ll build on this foundation in discussing how to design communication-skill training programs.






Notes




	1 Technically, there is one additional term, representing the performance asymptote, that should be included in this equation (see Greene, 2003), but, given our purposes, we need not concern ourselves with that minor complication.



	2 We will revisit this notion of “strength” in Chapter 8.
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6
Designing Communication-Skill Training Programs


Communication skills can be improved. That idea was introduced at the outset of this book as one of the “four things everybody already knows about communication skills.” In fact, commitment to that basic premise is so pervasive that we can see evidence of it at every turn. In colleges and universities, courses in public speaking, interviewing, group discussion, and intercultural communication (among numerous other examples), are predicated on the fundamental assumption that those classes will lead to enhanced performance. In the business world, companies routinely provide training in leadership, customer service, collaborative teamwork, and so on. Professional trainers deliver programs on topics such as bargaining and negotiation, mediation and conflict management, and avoiding sexual harassment in the workplace. It is very common that churches and religious organizations offer classes (and couple-specific counseling) on marriage enrichment, marriage intervention, parenting skills, and other areas of domestic concern. A number of communication-skills training programs have been developed for addressing problems such as social anxiety, depression, and schizophrenia. And again, these, and any number of other training initiatives, are based on the simple premise that communication skills can be improved.


Communication-skills training comes in many different forms (see Figure 6.1). In some instances, like “shadowing” a more experienced waitperson or salesclerk for a couple of shifts, “skill training” may be quick and informal. In other cases, highly structured and intensive sessions may extend over days or weeks. And, of course, training objectives may run the gamut from enhancing general social and conversational skills (e.g., listening, making “small talk”), to “mid-range” abilities (e.g., assertiveness, managing conflict), to highly targeted (even scripted) techniques for conducting health-care assessments, suicide-prevention hot-line calls, religious outreach, or for selling a particular beauty treatment, time-share, or even “true love” (although regarding this last example, the potential object of one’s affection may be “temporarily in need of funds and stranded abroad”).
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Figure 6.1




Because communication-skills training does come in many different forms, it should be no surprise that some efforts at skill enhancement are more effective than others. Over the years I have asked my students about their experiences with job-related communication training, and although many report that their training served them well, a surprising number have felt that they were forced to “sink or swim,” and that the training they received left them unprepared for the communication-related demands that they actually encountered in the workplace. The purpose of this chapter, then, is to lay out the essential components of an effective skills-training program or workshop. After all, if you’re going to invest time and effort to improve communication skills, then you’ll want to make sure that your resources are invested wisely.


The job of describing the elements that go into a first-rate communication-training program is made manageable by the fact that, although there are countless available examples of such programs, and these programs vary widely in their specific target skills and training methods, there is a common set of features that runs through almost all of them. From Box 6.1, these essential components are: Assessment, Orientation, Instruction, Practice, Feedback, and Evaluation.




Box 6.1
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Assessment


If a friend suggested meeting for dinner at an unfamiliar location across town, you’d probably begin by doing a quick search for that restaurant’s address. Obviously, it would be important to know where you were going – after all, not knowing where you were going would put a serious crimp in the likelihood you’d make it on time (or ever make it at all!). In an analogous way, developing a skills-training program begins with an assessment of where you want to go. Or, to put it more directly: What should people know and be able to do at the conclusion of the training program? Without a clear understanding of what you’re trying to accomplish, there is a good chance that you’ll never get there – and that training resources will be misdirected and/or ineffective (Charoensap-Kelly, 2019).


And here it is important to emphasize that an assessment of training objectives should be detailed and specific. If you were looking for a particular restaurant, you’d want a street address, not its general vicinity. Robert Mager (1972) provides a nice real-world example involving faculty members of a nursing program who were working to identify skills that a nursing professional should possess. In the course of their discussion, they identified “prevents patient embarrassment” as an important attribute for a nurse. But you can probably see the problem here: “preventing patient embarrassment” could involve an almost limitless number of specific behaviors. Only as the faculty kept pushing to nail down skills essential to the nursing profession did they come up with specific points such as “controls the number of visitors,” “does not insult patient’s medical knowledge,” and “does not ask more intimate questions than needed for the job.”


Only when training objectives are clearly specified is it possible to make informed choices in developing the subsequent steps (i.e., Orientation, Instruction, Practice …) of a training program or workshop. By extension, nebulous, ill-defined training outcomes are an invitation to waste – time spent on extraneous information and tangential learning activities at the expense of what trainees actually need to know. And finally, when desired training outcomes are only vaguely specified it can be difficult to assess whether those outcomes have been achieved.1


Beyond specifying training objectives, there is a second key aspect of Assessment, and this involves a determination of what trainees already know and can do. In other words, where are people starting from? Consider that using a GPS device to find your way involves not just knowing where you want to go, it also requires knowing where you are. Assessing a trainee’s starting point has at least three very real practical advantages, the first being increased efficiency. We’ve already noted that training demands resources (time, materials, etc.) – resources that need not be expended teaching people things they already know. As a corollary of this point, if trainees think that their time is being wasted they may not be receptive to the training program (see the section on Orientation below). And a third advantage of assessing pre-training knowledge and ability is that it can provide a basis for highlighting how the current training objectives differ from what people have previously learned or done. For example, new owners of a previously failing business may find it necessary to adopt a revamped approach to handling communication-related issues that got the previous owners in trouble in the first place.






Orientation


In best-case scenarios, communication-skills workshops are delivered to participants who are motivated to be there and to learn: “shiny-penny” new hires anxious to begin their careers, eager young couples planning their lives together, people who perceive a need to improve some aspect of their communication skill-set that is getting in the way of personal happiness or professional achievement. In other cases, though, trainees are not so positively disposed or receptive. They may be skeptical, even disgruntled, particularly if they perceive that the training session is a “waste of time” or that, after years on the job, they know a lot more than the trainer about the way things “really work.”


The primary purpose of the Orientation component of a skills-training program is to foster a mindset of engagement and receptivity on the part of the participants. Now there are any number of specific techniques and activities that are intended to enhance engagement (see, for example: Beebe, Mottet, & Roach, 2013; Klatt, 1999; Silberman & Biech, 2015; Wlodkowski, 2008), but from a broader perspective there are three overarching concerns that should be in play here.


To a certain extent, the first of these involves the knowledge and expertise of the training leader – and the perception that the trainer “knows what he or she is talking about.” But the point here is actually broader than that. “Credibility,” in as much as it encompasses more than just being knowledgeable, is a term we might use, but I think that organizational consultant and trainer Bruce Klatt’s (1999) use of the term “trust” comes even closer to hitting the mark. And as he puts it bluntly: “Without trust, workshops and training programs fail” (p. 38).


To be sure, one of the foundations of trust is the trainer’s educational background, topic knowledge, years of experience, reputation, and so on. We are more likely to place confidence in people with established credentials. But even impeccable credentials may not generate trust. A knowledgeable trainer who appears to be motivated by self-interests, or who comes across as arrogant, dismissive, or disrespectful is not likely to create an atmosphere of trust. Klatt tells us, then, that trust develops when participants perceive that the training leader: (a) knows what he or she is talking about, (b) wants to be helpful, and (c) is open and honest (p. 38).


In tandem with working to establish trust or confidence, the second key element of Orientation involves making clear to participants how the training program will benefit them in tangible (i.e., “real-world”) ways. If “trust” is the operative word for the first component of effective orientation, then “relevance” expresses the essence of the second. As Beebe, Mottet, and Roach (2013, p. 35) advise in developing their “needs based” or “learner centered” approach to training: Train people for their “in basket.” Toward this end, effort should be devoted to encouraging and facilitating trainees’ own input concerning issues and problems they are facing (see Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 2010). Training participants, even those with a skeptical, “prove it,” attitude, are more likely to be receptive and engaged when they can see the applicability of program content in their personal lives and/or the workplace.


The third point of concern relevant to Orientation involves individual participants’ personal belief that they are capable of actually mastering the training content – a concept termed “self-efficacy” that is most closely associated with the psychologist Albert Bandura (1977). We’ll revisit the notion of self-efficacy in later chapters, but again, the basic idea is that people need to believe that the training objectives are something they can achieve. If a person goes into a skills-training program with the mindset that “I’ll never get the hang of this,” then they’ve already stacked the deck against themselves, and they’re not likely to be fully engaged and receptive.


I periodically teach a course in statistics geared toward undergraduate Liberal Arts students, many of whose most recent experiences with numbers are limited to reading prices on restaurant menus. You can probably guess that some students find the prospect of cranking numbers pretty intimidating. But on the first day of class I give them a personal guarantee and promise that they can and will master the 30–40 statistical techniques we’ll cover in the class, and I tell them that “the only way they won’t succeed is if they decide that they can’t.” (And in 40 years, my promise has never gone unfulfilled.) In just the same way, an effective Orientation component of a communication-skills training program should be targeted toward bolstering trainees’ sense of self-efficacy and a “can do” attitude.






Instruction


In Chapter 5 we saw that the process of skill acquisition is described by three phases – cognitive, associative, and autonomous – and that the “cognitive” stage involves learning a set of rules or guidelines about what to do. This is where the Instruction component of a skills-training program comes in. The essential point of Instruction is to provide trainees with the declarative knowledge (i.e., the rules or guidelines) they’ll need to carry out some skill. Basically, people need to understand what they’re supposed to do.


Now, the use of the term “instruction” may conjure up images of a dry lecture about what to do (or avoid doing), but that would be a way-too-narrow interpretation of the concept. In fact, Instruction can (and should) come in many forms. Certainly information about what to do may be delivered verbally, and through PowerPoint presentations and training manuals, but that’s only the start. Instruction may involve video clips, demonstrations, role-play scenarios, eliciting trainees’ personal experiences, case studies, and small-group “break-out” sessions, as just a few examples.


Regardless of the specific activities and techniques built into the Instruction component of a skills-training program, training that is most effective will incorporate three key principles (the “Three Rs”) of training instruction: relevancy, reciprocity, and redundancy. We’ve already discussed the concept of “relevancy” – making apparent to participants that the training content is applicable to actual issues and situations they are facing (or will face) in their lives. By “reciprocity” I mean that Instruction should involve an interactive, two-way flow of information. Rather than a one-way, trainer-to-trainee, model, effective instruction involves active participation and input by program participants. As Steven Beebe and his colleagues (Beebe, Mottet, & Roach, 2013, p. 35, emphasis deleted) note, “it’s always better to get a message out of someone rather than to put one in.” Finally, “redundancy” simply means that Instruction requires repetition. Anyone with a few years of experience in the classroom, from elementary school teachers to university professors, will tell you that “teaching is repeating.” Covering a key point a single time rarely (if ever) gets it across. Instead, effective instruction makes use of reviews, summaries, and other modes of redundancy to drive home the “take-away” points of the training program.






Practice


In Chapter 5 we saw that performance quality typically improves as a function of the amount of practice devoted to some activity. Indeed, it is difficult to overstate the role that practice plays in skill enhancement. As the authors of one highly influential treatment of social-skills training put it, “practice is essential in skills acquisition” (Trower, Bryant, & Argyle, 1978, p. 71, emphasis added). There are at least three reasons that practice plays such an important role in skill acquisition, but two of these involve the feedback that a trainee may receive as he or she practices some skill, and so I’ll hold off on discussing those influences until the next section where we’ll examine the Feedback component of a skills-training program in greater detail.


The practice-related factor that I do want to discuss in this section is grounded in the three-stage model of skill acquisition introduced in the previous chapter. Recall from before that in the cognitive stage a person learns a set of facts (i.e., declarative information) about how to carry out some activity. In the associative stage, through practice, procedural-memory representations for the skill are formed so that it is no longer necessary to rely on keeping the “rules for what to do” in working memory. And finally, in the autonomous stage, procedural-memory representations get stronger and stronger with use. The basic idea, then, is that practice drives the development and strengthening of procedural representations for carrying out some activity such that performance becomes increasingly proficient.


The depiction of the practice → performance relationship in the previous sentence is a useful starting point, but like most general propositions (e.g., “you get what you pay for,” i.e., “quality is positively related to price”), it comes with exceptions, qualifiers, and limiting conditions. In fact, in another context I noted that, “it should be apparent that under certain conditions, practice may lead to no performance enhancements at all” (Greene, 2003, p. 77, emphasis in the original). (Think about a golfer who spends countless hours on the driving range, making permanent, not perfect!, the mechanics of a bad swing.)


The larger point here is that although practice plays a key role in skill acquisition, not all conditions and types or practice are equally effective in bringing about improved performance. Readers interested in an in-depth treatment of more (and less) effective practice conditions should see Greene (2003), but for now we really only need to hit the high points, and just a few of the most important “take-aways” should serve our purposes:


Ample Practice. The essential point of the “power law of practice” from Chapter 5 is that achieving outstanding performance in some area of expertise requires a lot more practice than one might guess. In studies of communication-skill acquisition my colleagues and I have shown that even after hundreds of practice trials people continue to improve in even a relatively simple message skill (Greene, Sassi, Malek-Madani, & Edwards, 1997) – and contrast this with the 3–4 speeches students might give in a college course in public speaking or the single role-play opportunity that might be part of a skills-training program. Of course, as we saw in Chapter 5, what constitutes “ample” practice is not a “one-size-fits-all” proposition, and practice that is sufficient for some trainees may not be enough for others.


Focused Practice. Simply “going through the motions” in carrying out an activity is not likely to lead to improved performance – imagine a basketball player shooting free-throws who is just flinging the ball at the backboard, or a beginning medical student who is not really paying any attention to his or her nonverbal behaviors when role-playing interactions with patients. In contrast, focused practice involves careful attention to the details of what one is doing – the position of one’s fingers on the basketball and the angle of the elbow, or studied awareness of facial expression, touch, posture, and gesture when speaking to patients.


Spaced Practice. The mental concentration required for “focused practice” is difficult to sustain. Consequently, opportunities for practice need to be spaced so that trainees can “take a break,” both to refresh themselves mentally and also to take some time to reflect on what they’ve learned.


Practice with Variation. Doing the same thing over and over again can become boring (and result in a loss of concentration). Practice opportunities, then, should be designed so that a sense of novelty and “freshness” can be maintained. Just as in athletics where a variety of different drills can all be aimed at developing a particular skill-set, communication-skills training should incorporate a variety of activities to “change things up” and keep people interested and engaged.


Practice with Feedback. As they practice a skill, people need to know how they’re doing – what they’re doing right and what needs to be corrected or improved. Minus information of this sort, trainees may be “flying blind,” and despite lots of practice, they may end up not meeting the objectives of the training program (see below).


Part-Task Practice. In the case of complex skills, or skill-sets that involve multiple sub-skills, designing an effective training program may require breaking the skill down into component parts that can be practiced in isolation. For example, as we’ll see in Chapter 7, even making casual conversation (i.e., “small-talk” – an activity many people struggle with) involves any number of abilities, including listening, appropriate self-disclosure, turn-taking, topic management, and so on. There are various techniques for simplifying a complex, multifaceted task (see Greene, 2003; Hargie, 2006), and when components of an activity can be isolated (and subsequently integrated) part-task practice may be necessary.






Feedback


Recall that at the beginning of the previous section on Practice the focus was on the role of practice in developing and strengthening procedural-memory representations for carrying out a skill. But practice can also be structured to provide opportunities for feedback, and that opens the door to a particularly important set of issues and potential resources relevant to the design of skill-training programs. Indeed, one highly influential writer in the field of adult learning observed that, “Feedback is probably the most powerful communication that instructors and peers can use to affect learners’ competence” (Wlodkowski, 2008, p. 315, emphasis added).


“Feedback” (as the term is used here2) simply refers to information regarding one’s performance, but obviously, that takes in a lot of territory: Feedback can come in many forms: verbal, written, review of videos; and from various sources: training instructors, peers, supervisors. And some instances of feedback are more useful/effective than others; in fact, one comprehensive review of the research on feedback effectiveness (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996) found that, although feedback generally had a positive effect on performance, in fully 38% of the studies examined, feedback actually resulted in poorer performance! So, just as in the previous section where we saw that in some cases practice may not lead to enhanced performance, the same holds true for feedback. There are any number of practical guidelines for formulating and delivering feedback in communication-skill-acquisition contexts (e.g., Beebe, Mottet, & Roach, 2013; Book, 1985; Rubin, 1999), but a substantial portion of what is conveyed in these recommendations is captured by the simple acronym ICE: Information, Correction, Encouragement.


Information. People need to know what they did (or are doing), and if possible, what the outcomes of their actions were. These two types of information, knowledge of performance and knowledge of results (see Greene, 2003) are essential in allowing people to identify aspects of their behavior that are sub-optimal, and thereby, to refine their skills. If you are a baseball fan, watch carefully the next time you see a major-league player hit a routine fly ball to the outfield. When he returns to the bench, if you’ve got a good vantage point, you may be able to see him go into the tunnel behind the dugout where he’ll watch a video of that at-bat. In this case, he already has “knowledge of results” – a fly-ball out, but he’ll also be seeking “knowledge of performance” – what were the mechanics of his stance and swing?


Regarding knowledge of performance and communication behavior, communication patterns are often so ingrained that people simply aren’t aware of their own actions (recall the discussion of “self- and object adaptors” from Chapter 2). I had a student, a very good student, in one of my classes not too long ago who spent the entire 16-week semester with four fingers in her mouth! (In case you’re struggling to conjure up the image, all four fingers were hers, and they were all on the same hand.) In a slightly different vein, in addition to being unaware of their behaviors, people may not recognize that what they’re doing isn’t actually what was presented in the Instruction phase of a training program. Obviously, knowledge of performance is going to be particularly important in cases such as these. And, ideally, feedback relevant to knowledge of performance should be detailed and specific: General admonitions (e.g., “that’s not the way to do it; try again”) may not be particularly helpful to beginning learners (Butler & Winne, 1995), and evidence suggests that learners generally prefer elaborated, specific performance feedback that makes clear what they need to do to improve (Higgins, Hartley, & Skelton, 2002; Lizzio & Wilson, 2008).


Regarding knowledge of results, in some cases the outcomes of a trainee’s performance may be readily apparent – a beginning restaurant server may find a paltry tip, or a novice call-center representative may be asked to connect the caller to his or her supervisor. Whenever the nature of the target skill-set and training context permits, though, training should be designed to provide knowledge of results. And, it is most effective if this information is delivered in a timely fashion so that learners can more easily connect knowledge of performance with knowledge of results. Finding out how you did only days or weeks after the fact may not be of much help if you don’t remember what you did.


Correction. The twin companion of “information” is “correction” – identifying aspects of performance that are not in line with the Instruction component of the training program and providing guidance for improvement in those areas. And here, an effective training program requires a certain degree of astute deftness on the part of the training leader. By its very nature, correction involves a potential threat to a trainee’s ego or identity (recall the discussions of “self-presentation” and “negotiation of social reality” from Chapter 3). Imagine, then, that feedback could be presented so as to encourage attentional focus either on: (a) off-task, self-relevant thoughts or (b) the details of task performance. Research suggests that framing feedback in a way that heightens a focus on self rather than task performance has detrimental effects on performance improvement (see Kluger & DeNisi, 1996).


And, what may be particularly surprising, is that this is true regardless of whether the self-focusing feedback is discouraging (e.g., “you’re probably going to struggle with this”) or praising (e.g., “you’ve got a real talent for this”). Basically, if either “criticism” or “praise” gets me thinking about “me” rather than attending to the details of the skill I’m trying to master, those thoughts are going to get in the way. It is far better to use correction to direct attentional focus to the details of training-task performance than to learners’ general strengths and weaknesses. More generally, feedback that reflects an understanding and concern for potential face-threats associated with correction is likely to be better received (see, for example: King, Schrodt, & Weisel, 2009; Kerssen-Griep & Witt, 2015; Trees, Kerssen-Griep, & Hess, 2009).


Encouragement. The final feature of effective feedback involves encouraging persistence – conveying a message of confidence that trainees will master the target skills and that, even if they encounter initial difficulties, they should “hang in there” and “keep at it.” As we saw in the section on Orientation earlier in this chapter, people with a sense of self-efficacy are more likely to persist when first efforts don’t “go right.”






Evaluation


The final component of a communication-skills-training program involves scrutinizing the training program itself. In the section on the Assessment phase at the beginning of this chapter, we saw that the essential point of initial assessment is to establish “what people should know and be able to do at the conclusion of the training program.” The Evaluation component effectively bookends the first by focusing (at least in part) on what people actually know and can do after training – in essence, did they master the training content?


Without evidence of program effectiveness, time and resources may be misspent, not to mention even broader implications of misdirected training. An interesting example of just such a failure involves a widely used training program to improve law-enforcement officers’ ability to detect deception on the part of individuals suspected of committing a crime. Recall from Chapter 1 that people typically just aren’t very good at spotting deception (54% accuracy, on average). However, research does indicate that, with appropriate training, accuracy can be somewhat improved (see Driskell, 2012; Hauch, Sporer, Michael, & Meissner, 2016). In the case of the particular deception-detection training program under examination, however, researchers (Kassin & Fong, 1999) found that people who had undergone the training actually performed significantly worse (45.6% accuracy) than those who received no training (55.6% accuracy)! Imagine the potential impact of tens of thousands of police officers (as the developers of this particular training program claim) who have been misleadingly trained to detect deception on the part of crime suspects.


Almost certainly, the approach to program evaluation that has been most influential and widely used is that developed by Donald Kirkpatrick (e.g., Kirkpatrick, 1994; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). This model was developed for use in organizational training contexts, but is general enough to be adapted for use in virtually any communication-skills training environment. Kirkpatrick’s framework identifies four hierarchical levels of program evaluation:




	Reaction – were participants satisfied with the training program (its content, the trainer, etc.)?



	Learning – did participants actually acquire the target knowledge and skills?



	Behavior – are participants able to implement target knowledge and skills outside the training environment?



	Results – what tangible outcomes (e.g., increased sales, fewer customer complaints, increased marital satisfaction) resulted from participation in the training program?






Alternatively, as Bruce Klatt (1999, p. 123) summarizes: “Did they like it?” “Did they learn?” “Did they use it?” and “Did it make a difference?”






Conclusion: How Can Communication Skills Be Improved?


This chapter began with the straightforward premise that communication skills can be improved. And that’s fine for a start – but it’s only that: just the starting point. The deeper question lurking here concerns the nature of the conditions that are most likely to foster skill enhancement. And that is where this chapter’s review of the components of effective communication-skills training programs comes in. Training that incorporates assessment, orientation, instruction, practice, feedback, and evaluation sets the odds in favor of achieving desired outcomes. Readers interested in developing a workshop or skill-training program for their business, non-profit organization, etc., have the nuts-and-bolts guide in their hands.3 But I need to conclude here with a cautionary note: Sometimes training doesn’t “take” – and that is a topic we’ll consider in Chapter 10, where we’ll examine factors that may impede skill transfer from the training context to actual implementation.






Notes




	1 See Platt (2008) for a useful case study.



	1 See Clement and Frandsen (1976) and Frandsen and Millis (1993) for reviews of various uses of the term “feedback.”



	1 Any number of practical guides and extended treatments of skill-training techniques are available for readers interested in the topic or pursuit of skills training as a profession (e.g., Beebe, Mottet, & Roach, 2013; Hughes, Zajac, Spencer, & Sales, 2018; Klatt, 1999; Silberman & Biech, 2015; Trower, 1995; Wallace & Becker, 2019). Other sources include scholarly reviews of research and practice regarding communication-skills training (e.g., Greene, 2003; Hargie, 2006; Segrin & Givertz, 2003; Waldron & Yungbluth, 2015).
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7
Understanding Communication Performance Deficits: The Role of Ability and Motivation


The first chapter of this book left us with something of a puzzle. Recall that, from the “communication skills paradox,” even though communication skills play a vital role in our lives (e.g., careers, relationships, personal well-being), communication performance deficits are common. People routinely “mess up” in their interactions with others, and this happens in countless ways: We fumble for the “right words,” “lose our train of thought,” let our anger “get the best of us,” fail to “stand up for ourselves,” “zone out” when we should be listening, forget the punch-line to a joke, come across as arrogant when we want to seem confident, cause hurt when actually trying to help … and on and on.


And I can make this even more specific and personally relevant for each and every reader: Today, in many instances decades after the fact, I am still troubled by memories of interactions where I wish I could get a “do-over” – occasions when I could have said and done better. And I am willing to wager whatever amount you paid for this book1 that you are in the same boat. Our “puzzle” from Chapter 1, and the focus of this chapter (and the next two), then, is why do we go awry?




The “Standard Model”: P = f (A, M)


The standard approach to understanding the sources of communication performance deficits is based on the premise that performance (P) is a function of ability (A) and motivation (M), or as in the section heading above: P = f (A, M). According to this framework, both components are necessary for optimal social behavior, and problems arise when abilities and/or motivation are absent or insufficient (see Greene & Geddes, 1993). As an analogy, think about two tennis players: one who is new to the professional circuit and is still honing her skills, and a second who is a master of every stroke and strategy but often appears to be “just going through the motions.” In either case, each player’s success in tournaments is likely to be limited, and an opponent who possesses both ability and motivation is likely to wipe the court, first with one, and then the other.




The Standard Model and Everyday Talk


Turning from tennis to talk, we can apply the Standard Model to better understand performance deficits in what is probably the most common, most taken-for-granted, of all human communication activities: casual conversation. But don’t be fooled; despite what might seem to be ordinary and superficial, everyday talk occupies a particularly prominent place in social interactions (see Goldsmith & Baxter, 1996; Ledbetter, Broeckelman-Post, & Krawsczyn, 2010). And, as one scholar noted, “[T]here is one particular use of language – ordinary conversation – whose special status justifies treating it as a baseline from which all other uses are deviations (Chafe, 1994, p. 41; emphasis added).


In everyday talk the complexities of human conversation are stripped to the essentials. Moreover, casual conversation (“small talk,” “shooting the breeze,” “chitchat” – the phenomenon goes by many names) affords a particularly interesting point of focus for unpacking the Standard Model because “making conversation” seems like it should be so easy to do, and yet even here we find performance deficits. What could come easier than just passing the time talking about general-interest topics like hobbies, sports, and movies? But people often experience difficulties, and after an initial exchange of pleasantries, they may struggle to “keep the conversation going.” The result can be strained and uncomfortable, and it is not surprising that people often profess to dislike (even to dread, or avoid altogether) such conversations.


We should also recognize that despite its seemingly ordinary, taken-for-granted quality, casual conversation serves important social functions. For example, Mark Knapp and his colleagues (Knapp, Vangelisti, & Caughlin, 2013) identify a number of roles that small talk plays in initiating and building interpersonal relationships. Among other functions, they note that such everyday talk allows people to maintain a sense of connection and community with others, to discover areas of common interest, and to “audition for friendship.” Beyond the role that everyday talk may play in providing a foundation for potential relationships, studies show that people find simply making small talk, even with strangers, to be more pleasant than avoiding such opportunities for social engagement (see Epley & Schroeder, 2014; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). And in established relationships, research shows that married couples who spend more time just catching each other up on what happened that day tend also to be more satisfied with their marriage (Vangelisti & Banski, 1993).


More generally, how successful is a pharmaceutical sales rep likely to be if he can’t “connect” with potential clients via small talk? What role might casual conversation play in determining whether someone finds herself “in the middle of the fun” (versus standing alone) at a lively party? And for those who are romantically inclined, what are the odds of a second date if the first is marked by periods of awkward silence?




The Role of Ability in Everyday Talk


As we’ve already seen, according to the Standard Model, two factors, ability and motivation, are necessary for optimal (i.e., “best possible”) communication performance, and performance will suffer when either of these components is lacking. What might we say, then, about the abilities that contribute to success in casual conversation?


The truth of the matter here is that a quick Web search will turn up any number of sites offering “tips on improving your skills at small talk,” but we can do better than that. We need not resort to piecemeal lists of advice to gain insights about the abilities involved in making casual conversation because we’re already much farther down that road. Recall that the focus of Chapter 3 was upon specifying proficiencies that define communication skill, as well as a set of “general principles of communication competence.” All of the abilities implicated by the discussion of communication skill and competence in that chapter are directly applicable in the case of everyday talk (and, in fact, this would be a good time to review the summary of that chapter). But we can build upon and extend what we learned in Chapter 3 to identify examples of ability/ability-deficits that are particularly useful in understanding why occasions of casual conversation go well … or go awry.


The ability to convey a genuine sense of empathy and interest in the other’s talk. This conversational ability relates directly to the Chapter 3 principle that “behavior that reflects an ‘other orientation’ tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent.” The best conversationalists are attentive and responsive; those who can’t get beyond a preoccupation with their own navels, not so much. And there is a “double-whammy” at work here. A person who is self-absorbed, distracted, or disinterested is not likely to be perceived as a competent communicator. Beyond that, though, they not only make things bad for themselves, they also make conversation more difficult for others. Research shows that when they were asked to relate a story about a personal experience, speakers had greater difficulty telling their story when their conversational partner appeared to be disengaged (Bavelas, Coates, & Johnson, 2000).


The ability to embrace the “give-and-take” of interaction. Small talk is not a speech (by one) delivered to an audience of one. People who dominate the conversation, making it difficult for others to get a word in, exhibit a skills deficit in this regard. Conversely, proficient small talk requires that each person contribute to the conversation – not “doing your part” or “carrying your share of the load” is as problematic as talking too much. Like most communication behaviors (see Figure 3.1) this is yet another of those cases where it’s possible to “fall in the ditch on either side of the road,” and research shows that people who are in the mid-range of conversational talk time are perceived more positively than those who talk too much, or too little (Kleinke, Kahn, & Tully, 1979).


The ability to coordinate one’s own conversational contributions with those of others. Proficiency at casual conversation requires that people be able to smoothly coordinate their actions with those of their conversational partner – a concept introduced in Chapter 3 in the discussion of “interaction management.” Skills involved in initiating conversations, smooth turn-taking, managing the topics of discussion, and so on, are so important that one prominent writer (Wiemann, 1977, p. 199) characterized them as the sine qua non (Latin, meaning: “without which there is nothing”) of communication competence. We see deficits in these abilities in people who are constantly interrupting, “cutting other people off,” and shifting the conversation to topics they want to talk about.


The ability to display an understanding of what makes a good “story.” In Chapter 3 we saw that an important aspect of “interaction management” involves the ability to make “relevant and understandable contributions to an ongoing conversation.” Extending that idea, we should recognize that much of the content that makes up casual conversation involves “stories” of one sort or another – whether they be relating the details of a “close-call” while driving, “catching up” since two people last saw each other, recounting an incident at the office that day, reminiscing about the “old days” – even telling a joke is a kind of “story.” And here’s the essential point: Some people are better than others at telling their stories. I have a close acquaintance who will routinely launch into some story involving two women, and before getting halfway through, it becomes impossible to follow the storyline because whoever “she” is in the story could be either woman! More generally, when people are left asking “what’s the point?” “is that all?” “so?” and “huh?” there is a good chance they’re reacting to a poorly told story.


The ability to discuss a range of topics. Because small talk involves mutual contributions to the conversation, it is less likely to flourish when people are unable to find “integrating topics” (i.e., areas of communication interest). An encounter with a new person at a party probably isn’t going to last very long if the two of you struggle to find “anything to talk about.” Remember the example from Chapter 2 about the fellow who could only talk about football – and now imagine the conversational difficulties that might arise when he meets a ballerina who can only talk about ballet (although, they might, I suppose, find an integrating topic in a ballet about football). The best conversationalists are people who keep themselves informed about the world around them and are able to join in on discussions on a variety of topics – recognizing of course, that few people-types are as off-putting as the “know-it-all.”




Box 7.1


[image: Image]




The ability to display a grasp of social rules and norms. Some years ago I met a man, accompanied by his wife and 5-year-old son, who shook my hand and introduced himself by saying, and this is a direct quote, “Hi, I’m L---- H-----; I had to get married.” In Chapter 3 we saw that “knowing and following the ‘rules for how to act’” is an important element of communication competence. Precisely because casual conversation can serve as an “audition for friendship” and can help us maintain a sense of “connection and shared community” with others, following the “rules for how to act” plays a key role in successful small talk. People who “go off the rails” by bringing up inappropriate topics, being argumentative, and so on, are not likely to be candidates for the “Casual Conversation Hall of Fame.” And a particularly common failing in this regard involves instances of self-disclosure. Social expectations are that people will initially reveal relatively superficial biographical and demographic information about themselves (e.g., hometown, occupation, hobbies, etc.), and only as a relationship develops will they disclose more personal, private information (see Altman & Taylor, 1973; Berger, Gardner, Clatterbuck, & Schulman, 1976; Gibbons, 1987). Despite this, perhaps in the hope of accelerating the development of a closer relationship, some people will disclose “too much, too soon” – with consequences quite different than they envisioned.






The Role of Motivation in Everyday Talk


With respect to the second component of the Standard Model, motivation, there is a wide array of factors that can serve to encourage or inhibit everyday conversation, but four (very different) examples should be enough for our purposes here.


Interaction Goals. The most obvious motivational influences bearing on occasions of casual conversation are interaction goals – the desired outcomes that people seek to achieve through talk (see Berger, 1997; Dillard, 1997) – a topic covered in Chapter 3 where we identified three general types of social goals (i.e., instrumental, relational, and identity). To the extent, then, that people perceive that pursuit of interaction goals can be furthered by small talk, their inclination to make conversation will follow suit. If I think that talking to someone is going to smooth the way toward what I’d like to accomplish (maybe, for example, a relational goal like getting to know her roommate, or an instrumental goal like borrowing lecture notes), then I am more likely to strike up some chitchat.


Interaction goals, then, are an important part of the “motivation” side of the Standard Model as it applies to small talk. But goals are just one element of the intricate mosaic of motivational factors in play when we encounter opportunities for casual conversation. Beyond interaction goals, motivational influences may derive from culturally based expectations about the appropriateness, value, or pleasures of small talk. Other contextual factors bearing on motivation to engage in casual conversation include the availability of devices (e.g., cell phones, game controllers) and other distractions that might diminish the incentive (or substitute entirely!) for such interactions. And, beyond broad cultural/contextual factors that might be expected to apply to large groups of people, there are individually based (i.e., person-specific) characteristics that incline people toward or away from social engagement.2


Social Expectations. The very idea of “casual conversation” invites images of a pleasant pastime – a way of experiencing human connection in a relatively safe and enjoyable way (Knapp, Vangelisti, & Caughlin, 2013). After all, occasions of small talk that veer into debate or argument are rare (and people whose small talk tends toward confrontation may find themselves the only member of their own fan club).


But even if opportunities for “making conversation” hold the potential for enjoyment, it is also true that our motivation to actually embrace those opportunities is influenced by social norms and expectations. Certain social settings, like cocktail parties and church potluck dinners, encourage everyday talk. The social norms operating in other contexts, however, can serve to put a crimp on our inclination to connect with others.


We can see a very interesting example of the inhibitory effects of social norms in public-transportation contexts (e.g., commuter trains, busses). On the face of it, sharing space with others in periods of relative “down-time” might be expected to encourage striking up a conversation just to make the ride go more quickly. In reality, though, the opposite is true. As the authors (Milgram & Sabini, 1978) of one study observed, the rules of social appropriateness on subway trains actually discourage people from talking to one another.


This “norm of isolation” operating in public-transportation settings is the focus of a revealing series of experiments conducted by Epley and Schroeder (2014). Not only are these studies clever and fun to read (in one experiment, for example, the researchers offered commuters a banana for participating), they provide some telling insights about why people “take a pass” on opportunities for talk. Epley and Schroeder found that people tend to think that other riders are not interested in talking to them. Moreover, study participants predicted that they would enjoy riding in silence more than striking up a conversation. (As an aside, even though commuters expected that keeping to themselves would be more pleasant than making conversation, the opposite proved to be true – those who struck up a conversation with another rider actually enjoyed their experience more than those who avoided talking to a fellow commuter!).


Substitutes and Distractions. A second example of situational factors that impact motivation to engage in casual conversation is probably so obvious and so common that it has become a cliché. Where media and other sources of distraction are present, people may be less likely to devote attention to those around them. In extreme instances, keypad-pushing to “connect” with a distant other may completely overwhelm the opportunity to actually connect with a living, breathing human being sitting next to you. I’ll have more to say about the effects of technology on communication skill and competence in Chapter 11, but for now we should simply recognize that individuals who find it difficult to tear themselves away from their devices are very likely to run afoul of our oft-repeated “First Principle of Communication Competence” (from Chapter 3): “Behavior that reflects an ‘other-orientation’ tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent.”


Person-Specific Characteristics. The list of factors that affect motivation to engage with others is not limited to contextual influences like social norms and the presence of potential distractions. Besides such situational (“outside-the-person”) factors, each of us, as an individual, embodies characteristics that lead us to be more or less inclined toward making small talk. And here, in discussing “person factors,” it is useful to distinguish between “traits” and “states” – where “traits” are defined as relatively enduring general behavioral dispositions, and “states” are more situation-specific and transitory.


A ready example of the trait – state distinction, and one that is particularly relevant to motivation to engage in casual conversation, involves the difference between trait anxiety and state anxiety (Spielberger, 1975). “Trait anxiety” refers to a person’s general tendency to experience nervousness or apprehension across a variety of situations. “State anxiety,” in contrast, refers to the intensity of a person’s experience of nervousness at a particular point in time (e.g., the feeling of “butterflies in the stomach” when giving a speech). So, the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger, 1983), the most common measure of these constructs, assesses state anxiety by asking people to respond to items like “I feel nervous” and “I feel calm” “right now, at this moment.” Trait anxiety, in contrast, is assessed by asking people the extent to which scale items like “I feel satisfied with myself” and “I lack self-confidence” are generally characteristic of them. Bottom line, a person high in trait anxiety is more prone to experience nervousness and discomfort, and to experience such states of anxiety more intensely. Still, however, even low-trait-anxiety individuals may occasionally have such feelings, although they may be relatively mild.


Returning to motivation to engage in casual conversation, as you might expect, feelings of anxiousness “in the moment” (state anxiety), as well as the general tendency toward such experiences (trait anxiety), are both associated with social withdrawal (Patterson & Ritts, 1997). Other examples of transitory state variables likely to influence our motivation to make conversation include emotions (e.g., anger, fear, sadness, happiness), and moods (positive and negative feeling states that tend to be less intense and less situationally focused than emotions) – a topic we’ll cover in greater depth in Chapter 9. Turning to trait variables, obvious candidates include familiar examples such as extraversion, as well as other, not-so-familiar examples, like willingness versus unwillingness to communicate – where the former refers to “an individual’s predisposition to initiate communication with others” (McCroskey & Richmond, 1998, p. 120) and the latter to “a chronic tendency to avoid and/or devalue oral communication” (Burgoon, 1976, p. 60).




Box 7.2


[image: Image]








One Last Point about Ability and Motivation


On its face, the Standard Model, P = f (A, M), suggests a clear distinction between abilities, on one hand, and motivational factors on the other. But the truth of the matter is that instead of two separate ledger columns, there are instances of “crossover” where ability and motivation are each dependent upon the other. We can see a prime example of this crossover dynamic in the case of “self-efficacy” – a concept that was introduced briefly in Chapter 6. “Self-efficacy” simply means a person’s belief that he or she can successfully carry out some behavior (Bandura, 1977, 1982). Do you believe that you can complete a 10K race, wedge a 19-foot suburban assault vehicle (SUV) into a 23-foot parallel-parking-space on the first try, or get the better of Ken Jennings in a trivia contest? Well, those beliefs reflect aspects of your sense of self-efficacy.


Now, there are two ways of thinking about self-efficacy that need to be unpacked here. At one level there is “general self-efficacy” – a person’s overall belief that he or she can do “‘most anything.” People high in general self-efficacy are those who come at the world with a “can-do” attitude: Even if they’ve never actually done it (whatever “it” is – rewiring their entire house or climbing Mount Everest), their orientation is “I can do this.” Then, there are more specific self-efficacy beliefs, like your beliefs about your ability to parallel park, to win at games of trivia … or to make small talk.


In the context of the Standard Model, the point about ability – motivation crossover is that abilities feed our sense of self-efficacy, and self-efficacy, in turn, heightens our motivation. So instead of independent “ability” and “motivation” contributors to social behavior, self-efficacy links the two: ability → self-efficacy → motivation.3 Higher motivation, then, makes people more likely to: (a) initiate actions, (b) put more effort into those activities, and (c) persist even when things don’t go right. A person whose skill at pocket billiards leads to lots of success (and self-efficacy) is likely to seek out opportunities to play, focus intensely when playing, and to “keep at it” even if he falls behind in a competition.


Regarding self-efficacy in the realm of communication, we might expect that people with low estimations of their social abilities will also be less inclined to embrace opportunities for social engagement. And in fact, studies of the aforementioned willingness to communicate show exactly that: People who perceive that they have skill deficits are also less likely to engage in interaction (see Keaten, Kelly, & Finch, 1997; McCroskey & Richmond, 1998). And the effects of low estimations of one’s own social abilities may extend well beyond simply avoiding conversation. One study (Sherer, Maddux, Mercandante, Prentice-Dunn, Jacobs, & Rogers, 1982), for example, showed that people with a low sense of social self-efficacy were more likely to quit their jobs, and they were also more likely to be fired!










“Messing Up” the “Easy Stuff”


Life sometimes throws us into difficult communication situations: A small-business owner may have to tell a family’s only breadwinner that he’s being let go, parents may feel forced confront a teenage child about her drug use, a spouse may confess infidelity – and maybe most difficult of all, a coach may have to tell a 10-year old that she didn’t make the team. It is understandable that people struggle with how to handle situations such as these, and that they often don’t handle them in optimal (“best-possible”) ways.


This chapter has been concerned with what gets in the way of our “best possible” communication. But, rather than focus on those “most-difficult” interactions as a starting point for understanding why things go awry, why not begin with what should be fairly “easy” conversations – occasions of small talk? Small talk, after all, is far more common than firing an employee or cutting a kid from the team, but it still gets right at the heart of some of the most essential dynamics of human interaction, it serves important social functions, and, most important of all for present purposes – people can struggle with it.


With casual conversation as the point of focus, in unpacking the Standard Model, this chapter has provided something of a “first-pass” at understanding communication performance deficits. According to that framework, things can go south when either ability or motivation is insufficient. That’s a good start, but there is more to the “communication performance deficits” story. And that story continues in Chapter 8.






Notes




	1 To be more accurate, I would wager my meager “cut,” if any, from what you paid for this book.



	2 A useful overview of motivational factors as they relate to communication competence is given in Sawyer and Richmond (2015).



	3 The idea that ability → self-efficacy → motivation is obviously just one example of ability – motivation crossover. We should similarly expect that highly motivated people will invest more effort in developing their skills.
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8
A Second Look at Communication Performance Deficits: The Role of Behavioral Production Processes


Is there anyone out there who hasn’t formulated a message (basically, “said something”), and then, a short time later, come up with a way to have “said it better”? Who has never thought of a “snappy comeback” – an hour too late? Or figured out how they “should have answered” a question only after leaving a job interview? Or greeted a familiar co-worker by the wrong name when passing in the hallway? These are all examples of communication performance deficits, and no doubt you can add your own personal examples of similar “sub-optimal” message behavior to the list.


Now think about these kinds of performance deficits from the perspective of the Standard Model. As we learned from the previous chapter, according to that framework, performance is a function of ability and motivation, and when one or both is absent or insufficient, performance will suffer. But examples of message shortcomings like those above suggest that adequate ability and motivation do not insure optimal performance. In cases such as these, people have the capability, and the motivation, but they fail to “come through” with their “best” when they need it.


The point, then, is that we may need to look beyond ability and motivation to more fully understand communication performance deficits. But where to look? Where might we be able to identify sources of sub-optimal performance that are still in play even when a person is sufficiently capable and motivated? In addressing this very question, Greene and Geddes (1993) suggested going “deeper” than ability and motivation to examine the underlying mechanisms of behavioral production. If your car isn’t running properly, you probably want to take a look at the engine. Analogously, if something is not quite right at the level of communication performance, then it makes sense to “look under the hood” to see what the problem might be.


If you flip back to Chapter 5, and Figure 5.8, you can get a sense of what Greene and Geddes (1993) had in mind. The “memory → performance” link in that diagram looks pretty straightforward on its face, but lurking there, unseen, are mechanisms of behavioral production that give rise to performance deficits, even with adequate levels of motivation and ability.




Revisiting the Memory Ô Performance Link


Back in Chapter 5 “memory” was introduced as a general concept for connecting experience and performance improvement. That treatment served its purposes, but whoever came up with Figure 5.8 let something of a Trojan horse slip into this book. You see, the general idea that memory impacts performance (i.e., the “memory → performance” part of the diagram), is just a placeholder for the mechanisms or processes that link the two. The situation is something like asserting that “pressing the gas pedal” → “the car goes faster” – a statement that tells us virtually nothing about the mechanisms that link gas pedals and vehicle speed. In a similar way, drawing an arrow between “memory” and “performance” (as in Figure 5.8) doesn’t tell us much of anything about what’s going on that links the two. We need to give some attention, then, to replacing that arrow with a description of relevant processes.


In what follows I’m going to approach the task of describing the mechanisms linking memory and performance at two different levels. First, I’ll sketch a general framework that sheds light on sources of performance deficits despite sufficient ability and motivation. Then, we’ll look at a theory focused specifically on fleshing out the details of the processes linking memory and performance.




From Memory to Performance: A Basic Orientation


The obvious place to start in laying out a general model of memory → performance processes is with an example of communication performance. Now, almost any example of message behavior would do here – “coming out” to one’s parents, telling your spouse you’re leaving for someone else, explaining your diabolical plot for achieving world domination – but let’s go with one that isn’t so laden with issues extraneous to our purposes …




Asking to Borrow a Pencil


So, you need a pencil … and there’s one in plain sight on your officemate’s desk. There are lots of potential options here for constructing your request. Are you going use a question (“Have you seen my pencil?”) or a statement (“I can’t find my pencil.”)? Will your request be direct (“May I borrow a pencil?”) or indirect (“Do you have a pencil?”)? What specific words will you use (“pencil,” “something to write with”)? And those examples are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to making your request: Your lips and tongue have to move into proper positon for pronouncing each word, your tone of voice, eye behavior, muscles around the mouth and above the brows need to be just right to show you’re being properly polite. And what about the behavioral features that make up your gestures, posture, and body lean while you’re just “asking for a pencil”?






Characteristics of Long-Term Memory


As you can see, even simple instances of message behavior are made up of complex configurations of features. And this is where memory comes in. Recall the description of long-term memory (LTM) from Chapter 5. We saw there that LTM is the repository of the facts you know about the world, all the math you know, and all your computer skills, your knowledge of strategies for winning at your favorite video games, word meanings and the rules of grammar, motor-skill information about how to tie your shoes or ride a bicycle, and much more. So where does the information that you rely on in formulating a request to borrow a pencil reside? Where does what you’ve learned about strategies for making requests come from? Answer: LTM. Where do the words and rules governing word order that you’ll need to make a request come from? LTM. Where does the motor-skill information for pronouncing those words and managing your nonverbal behaviors come from? LTM.


Based on the previous paragraph, two key attributes of LTM should already be pretty apparent. The first of these is that the information in LTM reflects different levels of abstraction. Some of what is coded there is high-level conceptual information like strategies for constructing an effective request. Some of what is in LTM is more mid-range material like words and word meanings. And at the lowest levels of abstraction are motor codes that we use in programming actual movements. The second key point about LTM that should be apparent right off the bat is that it is very large – by the time we get to be adults there’s a lot of information packed in there. Consider a simple illustration: Suppose we forget about the high-level conceptual information for a minute, and ignore the low-level motor-program information as well, and focus just on the level of words. It is estimated (see Bock, 1999) that speakers of English with a high school education know about 45,000 words! Now add back in all the other sorts of information involved in making a simple request and you can start to get a picture of just how big this memory system must be.






Linking Memory and Performance: Information Retrieval and Integration


Thinking about LTM as a system that stores a very large amount of information, at multiple levels of abstraction, points directly to two essential processes involved in message behavior. First, since only a small portion of the contents of LTM are in use at any given time, there must be some process of selection, or retrieval, that pulls up the memory content that is most relevant at any particular moment. (Think about it: If you’re sitting in a chair while reading this, are your memory representations for roller-skating [assuming you know how to roller-skate] in play at this moment? Probably not [but the answer would be different if you were reading this while you were roller-skating]. Obviously, then, we’re going to need some selection process so that LTM content you don’t need doesn’t get in the way of what you’re doing.) Second, there has to be some process for integrating or combining individual elements that make up our message behavior. Within any given level of abstraction we are able to combine information, as, for example, in sequencing individual words to form a phrase. And, working across levels of abstraction, integration allows us to go from a concept, to finding appropriate words for expressing that concept, to generating motor programs for actually pronouncing those words.








Checking Our Bearings … and “The Payoff”


We’ve covered a lot of ground in the last couple of pages, and this is probably a good place to pause, catch an “idea” breath, and survey the path we’ve travelled. The observation that there are occasions when people have sufficient ability and motivation and still don’t “come through” with their “best,” (i.e., what they are capable of) suggests that, beyond ability and motivation, there must be other factors in play. It makes sense, then, to “look under the hood” and examine the mechanisms or processes involved in smooth (and clunky!) performance. And that’s where we encounter “memory” and the basic idea that “memory” impacts “performance” (i.e., memory → performance). But, it is also the case that the “arrow” in that expression is nothing more than a “placeholder” for the processes that really are of interest in understanding sub-optimal communication performance. So this whole business about “replacing the arrow” simply means filling in the details about the processes that link memory and performance.


To set the stage for unpacking the memory → performance “arrow” we needed an example of “performance” – in this case, asking to borrow a pencil. From there, we could, in mystery-novel detective style, reason backward to deduce two key attributes of LTM: It must be immensely large, and it must code information at a range of levels of abstraction. From there, again in master-sleuth fashion, we can deduce that the processes linking “memory” and “performance” must involve retrieval and integration. And there we find the “replacements for the arrow”: Instead of a placeholder for the processes linking memory to performance, we can insert “information retrieval” and “integration.”


That leaves, then, just one more step, the “payoff,” in pulling all of this together. The fact that performance may sub-optimal even when ability and motivation are sufficient suggests that the source of the problem may lie with memory retrieval and/or information integration. That is, a person may “know” everything required to behave in a perfectly effective and appropriate way and still fail to do so because something went wrong in accessing or utilizing that knowledge. We’ll explore this point in more detail in the next section, but for now I’ll leave you with a story involving the role of memory retrieval in sub-optimal performance.


Some years ago, a very good friend (a scholar of international reputation) prepared to drive to campus on a cold winter morning only to discover that his car door was frozen shut. He heated a container of water in his kitchen microwave and was able defrost the door latch and get to campus in time to teach his class where 300 students were waiting. Of course, however, the latch mechanism had re-frozen on the way. Now, a little back-story here: The passenger-side door of my colleague’s vehicle had been out of operation for quite some time, so he’s sitting in a one-door conveyance. He threw his shoulder against the door repeatedly, to no avail. In his “professor suit” (sport coat and tie) he laid down across the front seat and kicked the door with both feet, to no avail. Now, almost in panic mode because his class was supposed to begin in five minutes, he thought “If only I could reach outside the car, I could push the door latch, and get out.” It was at that point that he realized that he could roll down the window and climb out of the car. With briefcase in hand, that’s what he did. He arrived to the lecture hall in time, only because he finally retrieved from memory the fact that car windows can be opened! In recounting the event later that day, he reported being greatly relieved that he did not have to explain to his students that he had been late simply because “I didn’t think of rolling down the window.”






From Memory to Performance: Action Assembly Theory


The aim of this chapter is to extend our understanding of communication performance deficits by pushing beyond the Standard Model to examine what gets in the way of optimal performance despite sufficient ability and motivation. The point of the previous section, then, was to zero in on the role of memory, and specifically, processes of information retrieval and integration, as likely culprits when things go awry. The general framework introduced there was useful in getting us started in thinking about the processes linking memory and performance, but there is a lot more to be said in fleshing out the details of those processes. And that’s where the prevailing depiction of the memory → performance system in the field of Communication, action assembly theory, comes in.


Action assembly theory (AAT) was developed to explain how it is that people are able to think, do, and say things that that they’ve never thought, done, or said before (Greene, 1997, 2000, 2006).1 The conceptual foundation of AAT is the idea that behavior (thought as well as overt action) at any moment is constituted by a great number of elemental features where each feature codes just a fragment of a person’s activity. Even an action as seemingly simple as turning a page of this book involves numerous action specifications, again represented at multiple levels of abstraction. So, in turning the page, you might have an abstraction conception of doing just that (i.e., “turn the page”), and at the other extreme are motor specifications for moving your forearm, wrist, and fingers.


According to the theory, these action specifications are held in LTM in modular units termed procedural records. Each procedural record codes a behavioral feature, along with a specification of an outcome associated with that feature. For example, the behavioral specification “turn the key” may be stored in memory with the outcome feature “unlocks the door.” Essentially, then, procedural records code action–outcome relationships. But, there’s one extra twist here: An action–outcome relationship that holds in one situation or context, may not hold in another. For example, a compliance-gaining strategy like “withhold dessert” that works with your child, probably wouldn’t work with your boss. And, clicking your heels three times probably won’t get you to Kansas, except under certain conditions (see Figure 8.1). Bottom line, procedural records are context specific in the sense that they code action–outcome–in situation relationships.




[image: Image]

Figure 8.1




AAT specifies two processes involved in behavioral production. The first of these, activation, serves to retrieve relevant action features from LTM. You might think of the activation level of an action feature as how energized that feature is. Imagine thousands upon thousands of procedural records in LTM, each one of them with a certain level of activation – like a huge array of lightbulbs, each on a separate dimmer switch. At any given moment, the activation level of most of these procedural records (lightbulbs) will barely register (if at all), but others will be blazing brightly. The highly activated records are those where: (a) the “outcome” feature in that record corresponds to a person’s goals and functional requirements and (b) the “situational” feature(s) in that record correspond to current situational conditions. The upshot is that the most highly activated records will be those that are most relevant to a person’s goals and the current situation.


The second process in AAT, assembly, then serves to integrate or combine activated action features. And here, a useful analogy is fitting together the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. This jigsaw puzzle, though, is hierarchically organized, with high-level conceptual specifications for action at the top, and combinations of low-level action features at the bottom. The entire configuration of action features, from top to bottom, called the output representation, effectively constitutes a person’s thoughts and overt behavior at any moment.
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Figure 8.2




That’s the basic gist of the theory. Procedural records preserve relationships between action features, outcome features, and situational features. The activation process retrieves relevant action features which are assembled to form the output representation. Just a couple of more details, then, should be sufficient for our purposes. First, procedural records vary in strength, depending upon how recently and frequently they are brought into play. Look again at Figure 8.1 and imagine that each time one of the links in that record is accessed, it gets a little stronger. If you remember from Chapter 5, the analogy there was exercising a muscle. The importance of strength is that it plays a role in the speed and reliability with which action features are activated. “Strong” records, those we use often, are quickly brought to bear in behavioral production.


The final element from AAT that we’ll need later in this chapter involves the notion of unitized assemblies of action features. As we’ve already seen, AAT says that rather than store large configurations of action features, memory is thought to be more modular. The easiest examples here involve combinations of words, but the principle is true of action-feature representation at all levels abstraction. Rather than store an impossibly large collection of specific word strings (e.g., “he fell in the pool,” “he vacuumed the pool”) it makes more sense to imagine a more economical memory system where individual action features can be flexibly combined (i.e., assembled) as needed.


However, the theory also states that when a particular subset of action features is repeatedly activated and assembled, they will become stored in memory as a single unit (hence a “unitized assembly”) that can be retrieved and implemented as a whole, without the need for going through the assembly process. And, just like individual procedural records, unitized assemblies are also strengthened through repetition. Think about a person who has practiced a particular piano arrangement so many times that it has become firmly engrained in memory – to the extent that she could “play it in her sleep.” Like our pianist, or a Marine assembling his rifle while blindfolded, unitized assemblies may develop between action features at the same level of representational abstraction. Moreover, they may also develop across levels of abstraction, as when a concept becomes linked to a particular word for expressing that concept, or the mental representation of a word becomes linked to articulatory mechanisms for pronouncing that word.








An Etiology of Sub-Optimal Performance


The treatment to this point should give sufficient background that we can begin zeroing in on specific sources of sub-optimal communication performance – an undertaking that falls under the heading of “etiology” – basically, tracing the causes or reasons for some phenomenon. In medicine, for example, etiology may focus on identifying the causes of conditions like muscular dystrophy, HIV-AIDS, or diabetes. What can we say, then, about the causes of performance deficits even under conditions of adequate ability and motivation? And, a note here before we get started: What follows is not intended to be an idle exercise. I want to challenge each reader to identify specific examples of these various performance failures by drawing upon his or her own personal experiences.




Problems in “Sizing Up” Situations


The first source of communication performance deficits I’ll mention can actually be traced to some of the earliest and most influential approaches to understanding problematic social behavior (e.g., Argyle & Kendon, 1967; Trower, Bryant, & Argyle, 1978). These models identified accurate perception of situational cues as an essential component of skilled performance, and problems were held to arise when perceptual processing was amiss. As Trower (1995) summarized, “Typical process failures include distortions such that people misinterpret incoming information at the decoding level, leading them to select dysfunctional actions …” (p. 55).


The link to the AAT conception of procedural records and the activation process here is straightforward. Recall that the activation level of a particular record is increased when a person encounters situational conditions that correspond to the situational features coded in that record. Of course, it is that person’s interpretation or perception of current situational conditions that determine which records get activated. Interpreting someone’s comment as a “joke” will not serve to activate the same records as interpreting that very same comment as an “insult,” with a corresponding effect on how one responds. The basic idea is that the meanings that people assign to situational cues and conditions will impact their actions, and where those perceptions are in some sense “off,” where people fail to “read the situation correctly,” their responses may not be effective and/or appropriate.






Information Retrieval Problems: Failures, Delays, and Intrusions


As the heading suggests, there are three distinct issues embedded here, but they do bear a “family resemblance” – a common conceptual thread – that warrants examining them as a group. Each source of difficulty ultimately hinges on the dynamics of information retrieval, but they are problems that manifest themselves in different ways. To illustrate, imagine three students confronted with a difficult fill-in-the-blank exam question. For the first student (who studied this in his notes and can “see the answer on the page”), the correct answer never “comes to mind,” and he finally gives up, leaving the answer blank. The second student struggles, and returns again and again to the question, until finally, at the last minute, the correct answer “pops into her head.” The third student, also studied the answer in her notes a few days ago, but just yesterday covered a similar, but distinct, concept in another class. In her case, the material from the second class “jumps to mind” more readily than the answer she actually needs. There we have three distinct phenomena, all stemming from a problem in accessing information from memory. In the case of retrieval failure, the correct response never comes to mind. With retrieval delay, the answer does finally pop up, but only after a protracted time lag. And, in the case of intrusion, an erroneous response overrides the correct answer that the student actually knew.


This basic failure/delay/intrusion approach toward thinking about glitches in memory retrieval helps to flesh out and clarify what AAT has to say about sources of retrieval-related message-performance deficits. The characterization of memory retrieval in AAT centers on the activation process, including the idea that the speed and reliability of activation is a function of the strength of a procedural record. We should expect, then, that outright retrieval failures will be most likely to occur in cases where relevant memory content is infrequently accessed, or only was accessed some time in the past. A prime example of activation difficulties of this sort involves the familiar “tip-of-the-tongue” phenomenon (Abrams, 2008; Brown, 1991). We rarely flag on labels for objects we use and talk about on a regular basis, but coming up with words for less common items, even labels we know, is a different story.


Of course, in some tip-of-the-tongue experiences the word we’re looking for does eventually come to mind, and in those cases we find examples of retrieval delays. More generally, activation-based difficulties of this sort should be expected to result in reduced speech fluency (i.e., from Chapter 2, lower speech rates, greater silent pausing, and particularly because they are related to difficulties in word retrieval, more filled pauses). And, as we saw in Chapter 3, the ability to produce fluent messages is an important component of communication skill and competence – slow, halting speakers tend to be judged less credible, competent, and socially attractive (see Greene, 1988).


That brings us to intrusions as a third case of retrieval-based sub-optimal message performance. Because the speed and reliability of activation is affected by procedural-record strength, it is possible that less appropriate, but more strongly encoded, action features will be activated more quickly, and will, in effect, “win the race” against better alternatives for incorporation in the output representation. As we know from Ralphie’s experience in A Christmas Story, well-engrained profanity may leap from one’s lips, even before it can be suppressed in favor of “fudge,” or other more parentally (and socially) acceptable alternatives.






Information Integration Problems: Within and Across Levels of Abstraction


We’ve already learned that a key claim of AAT is that the information relevant to message production is stored in LTM in small snippets (action features) that are selectively retrieved when their activating conditions are met. This conception of modular action features, then, is the basis for the whole idea of “assembly” – integrating, or combining, individual features to form the output representation. It is important to realize, however, that sometimes the integration of action features does not go smoothly. That is, just as there can be glitches in the activation process, we may also run into snags in the assembly process. Using the previous analogy of assembling a jigsaw puzzle, there are occasions when the puzzle pieces just don’t “fit together.” And, keeping in mind that the output representation is a hierarchical structure we can imagine that assembly difficulties may arise due to problems in integrating action features within a given level of representational abstraction, or across levels of abstraction.


We see examples of assembly difficulties within a level abstraction in cases where people have multiple social goals. Consider the business manager who is tasked with meeting with individual employees to discuss their annual performance reviews and who also wants to bolster employee loyalty. Or the student who wants to give an honest evaluation, while also being supportive, when her roommate asks for feedback about her creative writing project. Now, in many cases having two goals shouldn’t present a problem: Providing a glowing performance review and enhancing company loyalty should go hand in hand – no assembly difficulties there. But what about being honest in commenting on an awful short story while trying not to hurt someone’s feelings?


A number of studies (see Greene, 1995) have shown that people often struggle with situations like the latter. In some cases, they simply forgo one of their goals (they “sugarcoat” their feedback, or they opt for “brutal honesty” – feelings be damned!), but their messages also tend to be less fluent as they try to work through the assembly problem. (But as a side note here, some of the effects of assembly difficulties on speech fluency can be alleviated if a person is given an opportunity to plan what he or she is going to say in advance.)




Box 8.1
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Turning to problems in integrating action features across levels of representational abstraction, we find cases where a person has a concept in mind, but can’t find a word (or words) to express that concept. Or, as I’ve noted in another context (Greene, 2019, p. 4), someone may have an image in his mind of executing a graceful ballroom dance step, but lack the motor skills to do anything other than step on the feet of his dance partner. So here we have what we might think of as problems of “hierarchical implementation” – despite higher-level action specifications being in place, a person may simply lack lower-level abilities for actually carrying out those activities.


A series of studies by Kardas and O’Brien (2018) sheds some interesting light on this phenomenon. These researchers investigated the effects of watching video clips on people’s perception that they could actually perform the skills depicted in those clips. As expected, simply watching repeated clips of various skills (e.g., throwing darts, moonwalking, doing the “table-cloth trick”) led people to overestimate their own ability to perform those skills. Kardas and O’Brien note that “no matter how many times people watch a performance, they never gain one critical piece: the feeling of doing” (p. 522, emphasis added). Basically, watching clips of moonwalking, juggling, and so on, led people to erroneously believe that they could execute those skills, but they simply didn’t have the lower-level motor routines for actually doing what they thought they could.


An across-levels assembly problem of a different sort involves the role of unitized assemblies of action features in behavioral production. Recall from above that when a particular set of action features is repeatedly activated and assembled, they may become stored in memory as a single unit. And, just like individual procedural records, unitized assemblies are strengthened by recency and frequency of implementation. Now, one of the advantages of unitized assemblies is that they allow familiar behavioral sequences to be run off automatically, without the need for conscious monitoring or control. One of the disadvantages of unitized assemblies is that familiar behavioral sequences may run off automatically, outside of conscious awareness and control. On the positive side of the ledger, then, the development of unitized assemblies for, say, driving a car or pronouncing the sound units of one’s first language, is that these lower-level activities can be carried out automatically, while an individual can be focused on higher order thoughts and actions. On the downside, habitual actions may insert themselves into the output representation outside the actor’s awareness. Recall the discussion of “self-” and “object adaptors” (e.g., nail-biting, clicking a pen) from Chapter 2, and from Chapter 3 (Table 3.1), the research findings showing that such behaviors are negatively correlated with perceptions of communication competence. What we have here, then, is what we might think of problems of “hierarchical intrusion” – strong, unitized assemblies (i.e., habitual actions) may manifest themselves when our thoughts are focused elsewhere.






The “Etiology of Sub-Optimal Performance” Revisited


This exploration of sources of problems in communication performance began with a challenge to each reader: to identify personal experiences of each sort of performance failure under discussion. So, how did you do? Were you able to come up with instances where you misconstrued (misinterpreted, misread) some aspect of the situation (maybe the social norms and expectations for appropriate behavior, or the goals and intentions of your interaction partner), and as a result, didn’t make the best possible behavioral choices? What about identifying instances of retrieval failure, delay, and intrusion? And then there are the problems with assembly that come from trying to accomplish multiple goals and failures in hierarchical implementation and hierarchical intrusion. Did you get them all? If your answer is “yes,” then welcome to the world’s least exclusive club – you’re just like the rest of us!








One Last Look at Processes of Message Production as Sources of Sub-Optimal Performance


In wrapping things up it is probably a good idea to recap the highpoints of the logic and substance of the chapter. This should give you should a pretty good gauge of your grasp of what’s been covered here. With respect to the basic logical underpinnings, Chapter 7 introduced the Standard Model of communication performance deficits and the idea that problems arise when either (or both) ability and motivation is (are) insufficient or absent. This chapter began with the simple argument that:




	we sometimes fail to perform in optimal ways, even when we are fully capable and motivated to do “our best”



	this suggests the need to “look under the hood” and examine the mechanisms (processes) of behavioral production (which might explain where things are going wrong)



	these mechanisms of behavioral production are embedded in the link between “memory” and performance”



	linking memory and performance implicates processes of information retrieval and integration






That line of reasoning, then, set the stage for a substantive examination of the details of information retrieval and integration as described in action assembly theory (AAT):




	LTM is a repository of a very large number of procedural records that preserve “action–outcome–in situation” relationships coded in representational formats reflecting a range of levels of abstraction



	thought and overt action are the product of two basic processes – activation (retrieval) and assembly (integration)



	once activated, action features are assembled to form the output representation






Finally, the AAT conception of activation and assembly permits identification of specific sources of sub-optimal performance including:




	misinterpretation of situational features



	retrieval failures, delays, and intrusions



	assembly-based issues associated with problems in integrating action features within and across levels of representational abstraction






If you’ve got all that down, you should be good to go! See you in Chapter 9 …






Note




	1 The treatment of action assembly theory that follows is simplified in several respects. The reader is referred to the works cited here for more complete treatments. Alternatively, more accessible summaries can be found in Greene (2007, 2015 and 2019).
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9
Yet Another Look at Communication Performance Deficits: The Role of Affect and Arousal


Like almost everyone in my little corner of the world of academe, I spent several years as a graduate student teaching courses in public speaking. During that time I witnessed all manner of sub-optimal communication efforts: Students stuttered, they stammered, they went silent … they touched themselves in inappropriate places and in inappropriate ways, they puked, they passed out. Time and again I saw students who were victims of “the jitters,” “nerves,” “stage fright,” or perhaps a better label, “public speaking anxiety.” In fact, public speaking anxiety is quite common – the authors of one textbook (Richmond, Wrench, & McCroskey, 2018, p. 48) estimated that more than 70% of people report experiencing nervousness and apprehension in public speaking contexts. In a survey where college students were asked to identify their top fear from a list of 14 possibilities (e.g., heights, dogs, financial problems), only “death” (20.0%) nudged out “speaking before a group” (18.4%) as the most common “number one fear” (Dwyer & Davidson, 2012).


This chapter continues our examination of sources of communication performance deficits by taking things in a new direction. Chapter 7 introduced the Standard Model and the basic premise that difficulties arise when either (or both) ability and/or motivation is (are) lacking. That makes sense, but the impetus for Chapter 8 was the observation that there are situations where ability and motivation are perfectly adequate, and yet we still fail to “come through with our best.” The reasoning from there was that if factors beyond ability and motivation can get in the way of optimal performance, then the problems might lie with the basic “machinery” (i.e., processes) of behavioral production – specifically, processes of retrieval and integration of information from long-term memory. And that, too, is good … as far as it goes. But cases of public speaking anxiety suggest that there is still more to be said about sources of sub-optimal communication performance. The aim of this chapter, then, is to push one more step along the path toward understanding performance deficits by examining the impact of emotion and related phenomena on the quality of what people think, say, and do.




Making Our Way in the Land of Affect: Some Basic Terminology


A little background is in order here to set the stage for what’s coming in the rest of the chapter. To begin, the focus of what follows is a cluster of phenomena that includes affect, mood, and emotion, but we need to be aware of distinctions and relationships between these concepts. A simple conceptual map should help. The overarching term that applies to the phenomena of interest in this chapter is affect – essentially, just positive and negative evaluations or feelings. Subcategories of affect, then, include mood and emotion. Mood and emotion can be distinguished in various ways, including: (a) differentiation (moods are basically either “good” or “bad,” whereas emotions can be much more finely distinguished and categorized [consider that there are all manner of “negative emotions” – fear, anger, sadness, grief, etc.]); (b) duration (moods tend to last for extended periods of time, maybe even days, while emotions tend to be more short-lived), (c) intensity (moods tend to be relatively mild feeling states, while emotions can be quite intense, as, for example, in cases of “rage”), and (d) focus (moods tend to be general and only loosely tied to present circumstances, whereas emotions typically have specific, identifiable eliciting conditions [e.g., joy at the birth of your first child or anger at being passed over for a promotion]). To summarize, if you imagine a Venn diagram, the largest circle would be labeled “affect,” and smaller circles inside it would represent “mood” and “emotion.”


Regarding the nature of emotion, numerous competing theories have been proposed over the last 100-plus years,1 but today there is at least some degree of consensus that emotions are syndromes – complex combinations of multiple components2 – just as a particular disease might be characterized by certain symptoms (e.g., fever, skin rash, blood from the eyeballs) that are typically, but not always, in evidence. In the same way, emotions are thought to include most, or all, of five components (what we might call the “emotion quintet”):




	cognitive (appraisals of the situation)



	feeling (subjective experience of emotion)



	action tendency (motivation or preparation to respond in particular patterned ways, e.g., fight or flight)



	motoric (expressive behaviors – particularly of the face, but also voice, posture, etc.)



	physiological (arousal – activity of the autonomic nervous system, cortical nervous system, and somatic [muscular] nervous system)






To make this more concrete, imagine a team leader who gets called on the carpet by management when one of her team members botches the figures on a section of an important report. In appraising the situation, the team leader is likely to focus on whether the criticism from the higher-ups is personally relevant, whether it is fair, who is to blame, and so on. Depending on these appraisals, her subjective experience may be one of anger, guilt, embarrassment, etc. Her action tendency, then, might be to consider resigning, making sure it doesn’t happen again, or to correct the record concerning what happened. The expressive component accompanying her felt emotion might show up as a facial display of anger, vocalic cues indicative of regret, or a posture of defiance. And, finally, physiologically, she might experience increased heartrate, blood pressure, and so on.






Affect and Social Performance


With the basic affect/mood/emotion framework in place we can next turn attention to some general observations concerning the role of affect in shaping people’s social behavior – for better or worse.




Mood


From the previous section we know that moods are relatively mild affective states that are primarily distinguished only by reference to valence (i.e., positive/negative; good/bad). That is not to say, however, that moods have little impact on people’s thoughts and actions. Research shows that people in positive moods are more sociable, cooperative, and even more willing to engage in self-disclosure (see Isen, 1987; Metts & Bowers, 1994). A great deal of research on the effects of mood has focused on people’s willingness to engage in “prosocial behaviors” i.e., helping others (see Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005). Generally, people in positive moods are more willing to help (see Carlson, Charlin, & Miller, 1988; Carlson & Miller, 1987), but there are conditions where positive moods lead to less helping (as, for example, when providing help to someone else would dampen one’s own mood). Conversely, there are also conditions where negative moods may encourage helping (e.g., when helping another would improve one’s mood). Regarding specific communication behaviors, the effects of mood crop up in various ways. For example, recalling our example of asking to borrow a pencil from Chapter 8, positive moods have been shown to be related to more confident (and potentially socially risky!) requests (e.g., Forgas, 1999). And even the way people describe personal experiences varies as a function of mood: People in negative mood states tend to adopt a low-level, concrete descriptive style (thought to be indicative of more detail-oriented processing), versus the more expansive and abstract accounts given by people in positive moods (Beukeboom & Semin, 2006).






Emotion


In contrast to mood states, emotions tend to persist for briefer periods, are more differentiated and intense, and as we have seen, are thought to involve multiple, interrelated components. The effects of positive emotions (e.g., happiness, joy, elation, contentment) on social behavior tend to mirror those of positive mood states. With respect to the “action tendency” component of emotional syndromes, positive emotions are held to be associated with motivation to “approach” and “engage” – orientations that should encourage social interaction (see Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991). More generally, positive emotions are held to enhance creativity and flexible thinking (see Fredrickson, 2001; Isen, 2000). On balance, then, we might expect that positive emotional states are conducive to the sorts of engaged and rewarding conversational behaviors that, as we learned in Chapter 3, are associated with communication competence.


Positive emotions can be thought of as a general indication that things are going well (see Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Carver, 2003). In contrast, negative emotions (e.g., anger, fear, embarrassment, sadness) typically signal that something is wrong – e.g., the presence of threat, or things not going as planned – and as a result, negative emotions are often disruptive. And, in contrast to positive emotions which are associated with expanded attention, thought, and action, negative emotions have the opposite effects (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005) – including a narrowed focus of attention, less abstract thought, and restricted range of response options (see Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994). We’ll examine a specific case of negative emotion that is particularly relevant to sub-optimal communication performance in the next section, but before that, five, more general, “advisories” or “alerts” about the potential impact of negative emotional states on social behavior are in order.


First, from Chapter 3 we learned that “behavior that reflects a higher level of ‘positive energy’ tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent.” To the extent that the “action tendency” (motivation), “motor” (expressive behavior), and “physiological” (arousal) components of negative emotion syndromes contribute to other patterns of behavior, less positive social impressions may be the result.3 People who exude apathy, inhibition, and withdrawal, or who come across as antagonistic, aggressive, and hostile are unlikely nominees for the Communication Competence Hall of Fame.


A second “alert” concerning the action tendency and expressive components of emotion is prompted by Nico Frijda’s (1988) treatment of the “laws of emotion,” and particularly the “law of closure,” where he notes, “The action readiness of emotion tends to occupy center stage. It tends to override other concerns, other goals, and other actions. It tends to override considerations of appropriateness or long-term consequence” (p. 355). In other words, the action tendencies associated with emotional states may trump all other factors bearing on one’s behavior. Now, we should note that Frijda does, in his “law of care for consequence” (p. 355), acknowledge that initial action impulses may be moderated by other considerations, but his analysis should alert us to the possibility that sub-optimal, emotionally laden, behaviors may reflect a lack of self-control (from Chapter 3) indicative of “a lack of composure or decorum.”


Our third introductory point centers primarily on the link between emotion and facial expression (but extends to other aspects of the motor component of emotional states as well). The exact nature of the relationship between facial expressions and emotion has been the subject of controversy for well over 100 years, and remains a topic of scholarly debate to this day (see Fridlund & Russell, 2006; Hwang & Matsumoto, 2016). Despite the controversy over the precise nature of the emotion – facial expression relationship, however, virtually no one would deny that there is some link between the two. And there are some really clever studies that address this point. In one experiment (Strack, Martin, & Stepper, 1988), for example, research participants either held a pencil clenched horizontally between their teeth, or protruding outwardly from their lips (if you’ve got a pencil handy, you can go ahead and try both positions right now). The idea was to have participants assume a facial expression akin to a smile or a scowl without their knowing it. Then, while holding the pencil in either the “smile” or “scowl” position, they were asked to rate the funniness of a series of cartoons. As evidence of the emotion – facial expression relationship, people found the cartoons to be funnier when they were “smiling” versus “scowling”! Another ingenious and fun study (Havas, Glenberg, Gutowski, Lucarelli, & Davidson, 2010) examined people’s ability to process emotionally laden sentences before and after Botox injections to the muscles of the forehead involved in frowning. After receiving the injections, study participants were slower to process sadness- and anger-inducing sentences (remember the “frowning” muscles were paralyzed), but ability to comprehend happiness-related messages was unaffected. And, as a third example of research that establishes an emotion – facial expression link (Larsen, Norris, & Cacioppo, 2003), it turns out that electromyographic (EMG) measures of facial-muscle responses too quick and subtle even to be seen by the naked eye can be elicited by affectively laden photographs (e.g., mutilated bodies, foods), sounds (e.g., alarms, children playing), and words (e.g., insults, terms of endearment).


The third point, then, involves the emotion – facial expression link, and specifically the concept of “display rules” introduced in Chapter 2. Recall that display rules are culturally-given guidelines for managing and modifying expressions of emotion (Ekman & Friesen, 1975; Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). When people fail to employ display rules in culturally appropriate ways, their behaviors are likely to be viewed as less than fully competent. Think about it: When was the last time you saw an Oscar nominee who failed to mask his or her disappointment when someone else was announced as the winner? Little kids might be able to get away with unmasked expressions of disappointment and anger, but that won’t fly in the world of grown-ups.


The fourth of our “heads-up” advisories about the effects of negative emotional states on communication performance concerns the previously mentioned idea that emotionally charged states are associated with narrowed attentional focus. Where optimal performance requires a broad focus on multiple cues (i.e., most interpersonal interactions), we might expect that relevant information may go unheeded, and that performance will suffer. From this perspective it is easy to appreciate the ability of combat pilots and astronauts to “keep their cool” under intense pressure. For most mortals, though, intense emotional states may severely limit our ability to process what is going on around us.


There was a time, around the 1960s and 1970s, when there was a flurry of interest among social psychologists in studying people’s desire to affiliate with others during times of stress and uncertainty. During this period many studies were conducted in which research participants were informed that they would be subjected to some stressful condition (e.g., receiving a series of electric shocks), and then before the session was to begin, they were given the option either to wait alone or with other people. A friend of mine, in order to satisfy the research-participation requirement for her introductory psychology class, signed up for just such a study. When she arrived at the lab, she was told that she was going to watch a pornographic film, and that she could either wait in Room A by herself, or in Room B with other students who would also see the film. The prospect of seeing pornography caused her considerable emotional distress. After the study, I asked, “Well, which room did you choose?” She replied, “I don’t know!”


The last “advisory” about the effects of emotion concerns the fact that people differ in extent, or intensity, with which they experience emotional states (see Larsen & Diener, 1987). It is almost certainly true that everyone experiences anger, for example, but for some people the experience of anger is simply stronger than for other folks. And the same is true across the spectrum of emotional states: People who experience anger more intensely, are also more likely to experience other emotional states (both negative and positive) more intensely as well.








Arousal and Performance


Now we come to a particularly intriguing (and controversial) topic in our exploration of the sources of communication performance deficits. We’ve already seen that physiological arousal is one of the components that characterize emotional states, but quite aside from emotion, there are any number of other factors that impact people’s level of arousal (including, for example, noise, bright lights, time of day). And to the list of conditions that heighten arousal levels we can add aspects of interpersonal interaction like eye contact, distance, touch, and scent. Socially, arousal level is affected by the presence (versus absence) of other people, the number of people in a given space (i.e., density and the experience of being crowded), and the prospect of judgment by others. Arousal, then, is not just one of the players in the “emotion quintet” – it demands its own particular place in our understanding of communication performance successes and failures. And here, we get a front-row (rhymes with “roe”) seat to a row (rhymes with “cow”) – one that even involves a Noble Laureate.


The basic idea is that the function relating arousal to performance is an inverted-U, where both very low, and very high, levels of arousal are associated with performance deficits, and performance quality is best at moderate levels of arousal (see Figure 9.1). Imagine rolling out of bed, still half-groggy, and taking an exam; or at the other extreme, shooting free-throws with the NCAA Basketball Championship on the line. Rather than being under- or over-aroused, you’d like to find the sweet-spot in the mid-range.


Some years ago I was one of five members of a graduate student’s Ph.D. oral examination committee. You can probably imagine that undergoing a two-hour oral exam with your career as a scholar on the line is a very arousing situation. And as we began, I noticed that she was drinking a Coke. I thought that the last thing I would want to do in that situation would be to dump some caffeine on top of an already supercharged physiological system. Figure 9.1 suggests that that would be like throwing gas on a fire. Well, what happened? We had barely begun the exam, maybe 15 minutes in, and she had reached the point where, if one of us had asked her what her name was, I don’t think she could have told us. In fact, she so completely came apart that she got up and ran from the room! Her advisor, one of the other members of the examination committee, had to go get her, and after some time, we continued the exam for another two hours. It may have been the most difficult afternoon of my professional life. She had simply gotten pushed too far along the “arousal” axis in Figure 9.1. Your own experiences may not have been as extreme as that, but if you’ve ever struggled with an exam question where you simply could not pull up the answer, and after turning in the test and leaving the room (where your arousal level began to drop), all the information you “knew” came flooding back in, you have experienced a similar phenomenon.


Now, about the controversy. The function depicted in Figure 9.1 is commonly referred to as the “Yerkes-Dodson Law,” after a pair of researchers, Robert Yerkes and John Dodson (1908), who observed that mice learned more quickly when they were given intermediate-level electric shocks, versus either low- or high-intensity jolts. And actually, although the relationship depicted in Figure 9.1 goes by the label “Yerkes-Dodson Law,” that is a little misleading because Robert and John (I call them by their first names, but the truth is that I never met either one; I was still filling up diapers when they died) did not rely on the concept of “arousal” to explain their results. It was only much later that other scholars began to incorporate arousal as an explanatory mechanism, and since that time a number of specific theories relating arousal to performance have been developed (e.g., Easterbrook, 1959; Humphreys & Revelle, 1984), including one proposed by Nobel Laureate (in Economics), Daniel Kahneman (1973).


The specific issue driving the controversy, though, is not so much with the details of the underlying processes that produce the inverted-U shape of the arousal-performance curve, but rather, whether the relationship exists at all – with some arguing that there is strong evidence in support of the “law” (and a generalized conception of “arousal”), and others arguing that the concept of “arousal” is too broad (encompassing response systems that are not highly correlated) to be of much use in understanding the physiological mechanisms that affect performance quality (see Anderson, 1990; Christenson, 1992; Eysenck, 1992; Neiss, 1988, 1990). For our purposes here, where we’re concerned with understanding potential sources of communication performance deficits, it is enough to recognize that whether there is a place for a general arousal construct, or whether the label “arousal” in Figure 9.1 ought to be replaced with more specific psychobiological states, something like what is depicted in the figure may be at the root of instances of sub-optimal performance.
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Figure 9.1








Communication Anxiety


Once, a very long time ago, I was a member of a group of three students who were given the class assignment of writing and presenting a skit in German. Now this was a problem because, despite three college semesters in German, I did not know any German words. Fortunately, one of the other group members had been paying attention for the last year and a half, and she wrote the script and coached me and the third group member (who knew even less German than I did) on correct pronunciation. Our group leader typed up copies of the script for each of us (this was in the days before personal computers and word processing), and when the day came for our presentation I stood at the front of the room with my script rattling in my hands and my voice sounding (to me) like I was talking in a barrel.


At the beginning of this chapter I recounted instances of students whose nervousness got the better of them while giving a speech, but I can assure you that your author has been there, too. Recalling the distinction between trait and state anxiety from Chapter 7, the focus here is on state communication anxiety – situation-specific experiences of nervousness and apprehension that can negatively impact our efforts at communication. And it is important to recognize that the phenomenon is not limited to public speaking contexts; the prospect of speaking up in a group meeting or asking someone for a date may produce blushing, elevated heart rate, and “butterflies in the stomach” as surely as speaking before a crowd of a thousand people. Same goes for testifying in court or being questioned in connection with commission of a crime. Any of these communication contexts could serve as a backdrop for talking about the role of affect and arousal in sub-optimal performance, but let’s go with employment interviews as our exemplar in what follows.


It turns out that we know a lot about the causes and effects of communication anxiety – not only is the experience very common (almost everybody can relate), it has also been extensively studied. In fact, state/trait communication anxiety is probably the single, most-studied topic in the entire field of Communication (see Allen & Bourhis, 1996; Booth-Butterfield, 1991; Daly, McCroskey, Ayres, Hopf, Sonandre, & Wongprasert, 2009; Leary, 1983; Patterson & Ritts, 1997). In simplest terms, states of communication anxiety arise when people have important communication goals, coupled with doubts about their ability to accomplish those goals (see Greene & Sparks, 1983; Schlenker & Leary, 1982). Even more to the point, in Chapter 3 we identified three types of interaction goals: instrumental, relational, and identity. Now doubts about one’s ability to accomplish instrumental and relational goals can lead to states of anxiety, but the fuse that really sets things off are concerns about identity goals – in other words, concerns about the impressions we might create in the minds of others. And that makes job interviews a handy context for talking about communication anxiety – after all, job interviews are all about creating the “right” impression.




Box 9.1
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Although most people experience state communication anxiety at one time or another, there are individuals for whom such experiences are both more frequent and more intense. And it turns out that people prone to occasions of communication anxiety also tend to have certain characteristic thought patterns. For example, they tend to be lower in self-esteem and self-efficacy (i.e., a person’s belief that he or she can successfully carry out some behavior). They are more likely to experience self-focused attention (i.e., a preoccupation with oneself rather than outward on the situation and their conversational partners). They tend to rate themselves lower in social skills, and they tend to set unrealistically high goals for social performance (e.g., wanting to give a flawless speech or to create the “perfect” impression in a job interview).


Behaviorally, socially anxious people actually do come across as less interpersonally skilled. Moreover, because they tend to get caught up in intrusive thoughts about their behavior and what others are thinking about them, their social performance often suffers. If you remember the communication-skill-acquisition curves relating practice to performance quality in Chapter 5, most people will show a relatively consistent pattern of improvement from practice trial to practice trial. Communicatively anxious people, in contrast, are much more erratic in their performance quality – a couple of “good” message trials may be followed by “poor” ones when off-task thoughts (e.g., “what must the experimenter be thinking about me?”) pop into their heads (Greene, Rucker, Zauss, & Harris, 1998).


Finally, states of communication anxiety are very often characterized by heightened physiological arousal. The job applicant interviewing for his “dream job” may exhibit sweaty palms, blushing, and a pounding heart. And then there is the “spillover” effect of arousal on other aspects of performance suggested in Figure 9.1. When arousal systems kick into in overdrive, speech disruptions (Chapter 2) and other performance errors may well be a likely result.






Understanding Communication Performance Deficits: Beyond the “Easy Stuff”


The treatment of sources of communication performance deficits over the last three chapters has taken in a lot of territory: ability and motivation in Chapter 7, information retrieval and integration in Chapter 8, affect and arousal in this chapter. And, in setting the stage for examination of those topics, I deliberately chose to focus on what I termed the “easy stuff” among all the situations we confront in our interpersonal lives: making casual conversation (Chapter 7), asking to borrow a pencil (Chapter 8), and, maybe a little bit tougher for some people in some cases, public speaking and job interviews (Chapter 9).


We all know, though, that interpersonal interactions sometimes require much more of us than making small talk and asking for pencils. Life can thrust us into truly difficult communication moments. As we saw in Chapter 7, there are occasions when we’re forced to fire loyal employees and tell budding 10-year-old athletes they didn’t make the team. From Chapter 8, the failure to retrieve, or inability to implement, counseling strategies for handling conflict, just when they are most needed, may tear a marriage apart. From this chapter, intense emotion may overwhelm all of our abilities at message-making and processing. In my own case, during the course of writing this chapter, one sunny Friday afternoon I drove an hour or so to see my dad for what I knew would be the last time (he would die a few hours later). Our “conversation,” such as it was, was brief – neither of us had much to say; he was in a morphine-induced coma, and I couldn’t muster the words.


But, and here’s the key point to chew on, when it comes to sources of sub-optimal performance, the mildly discomfiting communication situations we encounter in our lives are not governed by one set of factors, and the truly gut-wrenching by another. Intensities certainly differ, manifestations may differ, consequences may differ (people may end up saying and doing things that they knew better than to do, and that they regret the next day, and maybe for the rest of their lives) – but our survey of sources of disruptions in these last three chapters should cover a lot of what lies at the core of communication deficits, even the “hard stuff.”






Notes




	1 There are any number of summaries of research and theory on the nature of mood and emotion. Examples include Fiske and Taylor (2013), Guerrero, Andersen, and Trost (1998), Metts and Planalp (2011), Moors (2009), and Parkinson (1995).



	2 It is important to note that although there may some level of general agreement about the componential nature of emotion states, scholars do differ with respect to the specific details of these components (see Moors, 2009).



	3 Keeping in mind, of course, overarching principle #7 from Chapter 3: “Behaviors that are adapted to one’s conversational partner, the relationship, and the situation tend to be perceived as more communicatively competent.”
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10
The “Transfer Problem” (and Why COMMUNICATION SKILLS Training May Not “Take”)


I have been told that food-prep employees of the McDonald’s hamburger chain are trained in what the company calls “assembly” – basically, how many squirts of ketchup to put on a cheeseburger, where to place the pickle slice, the proper amount of onion, and so on. This factoid came to mind not too long ago when I opted to throw caution to the wind (not to mention ignoring my doctor’s advice) and ordered a “Big Mac” in the drive-through lane at a nearby location. To my disappointment, upon opening the cardboard coffin containing said sandwich, I discovered that one key ingredient in that legendary (and topic of song) assemblage, the top (“sesame-seed”) bun, was missing! Forced to go inside to address the situation, the young fellow behind the counter shouted back to the food-prep area to report the problem. From there I could hear a woman reply, “Did I do it again?” It turned out that, at some previous point in time, she had failed to include the beef patty when “assembling” another customer’s burger.




Transfer: “The Problem That Won’t Go Away”


The moral of the story of my McDonald’s experience (and the focus of this chapter) is that, very often, training programs (even training conducted by giant corporations) simply don’t “take” – people fail to do what they’ve been told, taught, and trained to do – a phenomenon that is commonly referred to as the “transfer problem.” And even though companies annually commit enormous resources (in the form of payroll, time, travel expenses, facilities, materials, and other costs) to employee training,1 transfer of training to job performance is typically far less than optimal (see Arthur, Bennett, Edens, & Bell, 2003; Fitzpatrick, 2001; Georgenson, 1982; Saks, 2002; Saks & Belcourt, 2006).2


Problems with training transfer show up in two distinct ways (Baldwin & Ford, 1988). On one hand, generalization refers to the extent to which knowledge and skills acquired during training are applied outside the training context (i.e., in other settings, situations, and with other people). What a person learns during training may go out the window once a training program comes to an end. The skills for dealing with customer complaints practiced in role-play sessions may be forgotten the first time a person encounters an actual disgruntled customer. School curricula devoted to anti-bullying efforts may mean nothing when there is no adult in the room. The second aspect of problems with transfer, maintenance, concerns the extent to which changes brought about by training continue over time. A person may initially adhere to what he or she has learned, but gradually lapse back into old patterns of behavior. A couple in marriage counseling may, at first, work hard to implement what they’ve learned about handling conflict, but as weeks and months go by, previous, less productive, behaviors begin to creep back in.


The transfer problem is hardly a newly discovered aspect of human behavior. Quite the opposite – scholars and practitioners have been grappling with the characteristics of transfer for a very long time. In fact, systematic examination of the phenomenon can be traced least as far back as the work of Edward Thorndike in the early 1900s (e.g., Thorndike & Woodworth, 1901). Working at a time when many educational psychologists believed that studying various classical disciplines (e.g., Latin, math) would foster general reasoning abilities that would, in turn, facilitate performance in other intellectual domains (the “doctrine of formal discipline”),3 Thorndike’s research over a 30-year period indicated that instances of transfer were far, far more limited than that.


In recent decades the preponderance of research on skill transfer has come in fields such as management, human resources, organizational behavior, and so on – areas of study where there is particular concern with maximizing the effectiveness of training programs in workplace contexts. Whether acquiring proficiency in Latin or math might make a person a better chess player is an interesting topic for cocktail- or keg-party speculation, but we’re likely to make better progress in understanding skill transfer if we focus on research more directly related to training and performance.






Training Transfer in the Workplace


I’ve already noted that companies spend an enormous amount each year on employee training, so it stands to reason that they would have a considerable stake in assessing the effectiveness of their training efforts (Salas & Cannon-Bowers, 2001). And in fact, as we learned in Chapter 6, Evaluation, and in particular, assessments of training transfer (i.e., the “behavior” component of Kirkpatrick’s model), is a key part of a good skill-training program. Because so much attention has been focused on workplace skill transfer there’s a lot of relevant research out there (one article, Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2018, says “thousands of empirical studies have been conducted” p. 732), but fortunately we can rely on a pretty simple framework to organize our examination of the key findings. Tim Baldwin and Kevin Ford’s (1988; see also Baldwin, Ford, & Blume, 2009) widely adopted model identifies three broad categories of factors that influence the degree of job-related training transfer: (a) trainee characteristics, (b) training design, and (c) work environment.




Trainee Characteristics


Trainee characteristics include factors such as cognitive ability, motivation, self-efficacy, and so on. And here, the research shows that some people are more likely than others to actually transfer what they’ve learned to the workplace – or to put it another way, some employees are more likely to benefit from training than others. Among individual-difference variables, the strongest predictor of training transfer appears to be cognitive ability – basically, intelligence, reasoning ability, etc. (see Blume, Ford, Baldwin, & Huang, 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Colquitt, LePine, & Noe, 2000). People high in cognitive ability are presumably better able to process and retain training content (see Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989). In fact, based on their review of the transfer literature, one pair of authors (Grossman & Salas, 2011) conclude that “Because cognitive ability has exhibited strong, consistent relationships with transfer … only individuals high in cognitive ability should be selected to participate in training that is particularly important or difficult” (p. 116).


Beyond intellectual ability, research indicates that other individual-difference variables are related to transfer (although these relationships are not terribly strong; see Blume, Ford, Baldwin, & Huang, 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007). Self-efficacy, for example, is positively correlated with transfer. As we might expect, people who tend to come at the world with a “can do” orientation are more likely take training content and actually use it. Similarly, motivation to learn and motivation to transfer are correlated with training transfer (see Chiaburu & Lindsay, 2008; Longford, 2013). When people can see the value and relevance of a training program, they are more likely to embrace and implement what they’ve learned. A final category of trainee characteristics is personality traits – relatively enduring, general behavioral dispositions. For the most part, personality traits have not been shown to be strong predictors of workplace transfer (Blume, Ford, Baldwin, & Huang, 2010; see also Burke & Hutchins, 2007), but one noteworthy exception is conscientiousness – basically an orientation toward self-discipline, diligence, and meeting one’s obligations – which, as might be expected, is positively correlated with training transfer.4




Box 10.1
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–professional communication skills trainer5








Training Design


In Baldwin and Ford’s (1988) framework, “training design” encompasses those elements of effective training programs (e.g., Orientation, Practice, Feedback) already discussed in Chapter 6. Beyond the topics we’ve previously covered, other aspects of training design that have been shown to impact learning include the number of trainees, where there is a very strong effect indicating greater learning when training groups are smaller (Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 2010). And obviously the very nature of the skill-training objectives is going to matter as well. We can distinguish “open” versus “closed” skill-sets according to the degree of latitude that a skill domain permits (Yelon & Ford, 1999). In the case of closed-skills, there is little room for variation or improvisation. The sequence of steps for overhauling the transmission of a M1 Abrams battle tank is pretty well set in stone. And, in the realm of communication skills, people answering 911 emergency call lines can tick off the list, and order, of questions they need to ask. The “script” for today’s telephone cold-callers was written before they were born. With “open” skills (e.g., leadership, conflict management), though, there is much more leeway in skill implementation. Interestingly, Blume, Ford, Baldwin, and Huang’s (2010) meta-analysis showed that cognitive ability was a stronger predictor of closed-skill transfer than for open skills, but motivation and self-efficacy were better predictors of open-skill transfer.






Work Environment


According to Baldwin and Ford (1988), working conditions can serve to promote or impede skill transfer. For example, the opportunity to actually apply newly acquired skills on the job is important – an employee who goes through a training program, but upon returning to work finds limited opportunities to put what he has learned into practice, is not likely to exhibit the full benefits of that training program. In similar fashion, workplace incentives (awards, recognition) can foster training transfer. And one of the strongest predictors of transfer is supervisor support (Blume, Ford, Baldwin, & Huang, 2010) – if managers aren’t on board what their workers were trained to do, implementation of new skills becomes much less likely; and the same is true for support from peers and co-workers (see Blume, Ford, Surface, & Olenick, 2019; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2018).






Accountability: Where Training Design and Work Environment Converge


As we’ve seen, Baldwin and Ford’s (1988) model identifies three sets of factors that influence training transfer, but subsequent work suggests that there is a place where training design and work environment converge that also plays an important role in training transfer (Burke, Hutchins, & Saks, 2013). Accountability concerns the degree to which trainees are held responsible for actually using what they’ve learned. As such, it is something of a bridge between the training and work environments, and as we might expect, even seemingly minor accountability initiatives (e.g., submitting a post-training report) have a significant impact on training transfer (Saks & Belcourt, 2006).








Training in Other Communication-Skill Contexts


Obviously, programs to improve various aspects of communication skill are not limited to workplace settings. In fact, although they are not as common as corporate training efforts, there are quite a number of training programs out there, some focused on improving general social skills among various populations (e.g., “at-risk” youth, depressed individuals) and others focused on more targeted skills appropriate to particular contexts (see Figure 6.1) – e.g., mediation, parent–child interactions, marriage enrichment (for reviews see Segrin & Givertz, 2003; Waldron & Yungbluth, 2015).


Data on the generalization and maintenance of training content in these programs tends to be pretty spotty, and as Waldron and Yungbluth (2015) note (p. 630), a certain amount of skepticism is in order when evaluating claims about effectiveness made by people who have a personal stake in promoting a particular training program. Even if there isn’t yet a lot of solid evidence, we’re probably on relatively safe ground with the following conclusions: (a) some training programs are more effective than others, (b) more effective programs tend to involve intensive sessions over an extended time period (e.g., weeks as opposed to “one-shot” workshops, etc.), (c) even for “more effective” training programs, the amount of actual improvement in target skills and outcomes is probably modest, and (d) where improvement is observed, it may not persist over long periods of time.






A Catalogue of Impediments to Transfer


Over the previous four chapters we’ve made considerable headway in examining the elements of an effective communication-skills training program (Chapter 6), and in identifying various sources of sub-optimal message behavior (Chapters 7, 8, and 9). It should be clear by now that those chapters bear directly on skill transfer. Poor design and/or implementation of training programs will stack the odds against target behaviors ever showing up outside the training venue. So, training that provides inadequate, confusing instruction, that affords few opportunities for practice, that incorporates ineffective feedback, and so on, is not likely to foster skill transfer.


From Chapter 7 we saw that where motivation to implement skills is missing, people are unlikely to display abilities that are fully within their repertoire. A disgruntled employee may have little incentive to apply what she learned about new customer-service guidelines, and in a heated argument, a couple may have no interest in applying the listening skills they practiced in their marriage prep course (see Kelly, Fincham, & Beach, 2003). In Chapter 8, among several examples based on mechanisms of information retrieval and integration, we saw that “strong,” but less appropriate, behavioral specifications may override or “beat out” less-well-practiced routines. Despite training in new job-related safety procedures, once back on the job, the old routines take over again. And in Chapter 9 we saw that emotion, arousal, and anxiety may disrupt optimal performance – again with the effect of impeding training transfer. In his first day on the job a new case manager may be so nervous that he “blanks” on everything he learned as a trainee.


Then, in this chapter, we have used Baldwin and Ford’s (1988) transfer model as a framework for examining research on the effects of trainee characteristics (cognitive ability, self-efficacy, motivation to learn/transfer, and conscientiousness), training design (e.g., group size, “open” versus “closed” skills), and work environment (opportunity for application, incentives, supervisor support). Taken together, that’s a fairly extensive inventory of factors that can get in the way of training transfer. But even with all that, there are still any number of other potential stumbling blocks out there, including …




Overconfidence


Up to this point in the book we’ve seen that the role of self-efficacy in interpersonal interactions is generally positive – people who believe in their abilities are more likely embrace opportunities for social engagement (e.g., small talk) and are less likely to experience communication anxiety (along with its negative behavioral and social repercussions). And, from above, we know that efficacy is positively associated with training transfer – people who have confidence in their abilities regarding what they’ve learned are more likely to seize opportunities for putting those new skills to work. Despite all this, there is the possibility of “too much self-efficacy” – an overconfidence that leads to less effort devoted to learning (Vancouver & Kendall, 2006; see also Grossman & Salas, 2011; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2018). In a similar vein, overconfidence may lead to an “illusion of skill acquisition” – a kind of “I’ve got this” effect (Kardas & O’Brien, 2018) where people come to believe they can do things that turn out to be more difficult than they realized. As Kardas and O’Brien note, “People generally think they know more than they do and do not consider their ignorance until pressed” (p. 534, emphasis added).






The Social Facilitation Effect


When we get to the social facilitation effect (see Aiello & Douthitt, 2001; Bond & Titus, 1983) we encounter one of the most interesting behavioral phenomena that we humans have yet discovered about ourselves (and one that even applies to the behavior of other species, including cockroaches!). Imagine sitting at your desk working on some task (calculus homework or filling in Little Orphan Annie’s pupils), either alone or with a group of folks standing over your shoulder, watching what you’re doing. That’s the basic set-up for unpacking the social facilitation effect: alone versus an “audience;” easy versus complex task. It turns out that when working on an easy, familiar, or well-practiced task, people perform better in the presence of others. That’s where the name “social facilitation effect” comes from – performance is facilitated in social conditions. And you don’t have to know the people, or talk to them, it is enough that they are simply there. There is, however, a second part to this phenomenon. When working on a complex, difficult, or unfamiliar task, the presence of other people degrades our performance. In one study (Michaels, Blommel, Brocato, Linkous, & Rowe, 1982) better pool players made more shots when an observer came over to watch. For less skilled players, the approach of an observer had exactly the opposite effect – they made even fewer shots. And, in a study you’ve got to love, cockroaches were faster to run a simple maze when other roaches were present, but slower to run a more complex maze when their buddies were around (Zajonc, Heingartner, & Herman, 1969). The implications of the social facilitation effect for skill transfer, then, should be pretty clear: If a learner is still struggling to master a challenging skill-set, having an “audience” probably won’t help. We would expect that transfer from training to public settings will be more likely when training content is relatively simple.






Context-Dependent and State-Dependent Memory


Imagine participating in an experiment where you were asked to memorize a list of 40 words, and then later, to recall as many of those words you could. Pretty straightforward. Now let’s throw in a little wrinkle: Suppose you studied the original list of words in scuba gear, 20 feet under water, and when tested for recall, you were either back in the water or on dry land. Under water or dry land – where do you think people would recall more words? In fact, this study has already been done (Godden & Baddeley, 1975), and the results showed that divers who studied the list under water were able to recall more words when they were tested under water (versus being on shore). And participants who studied the original list on dry land recalled more words when they were on land (instead of in the water). More generally, many studies show that recall tends to be better when the context at time of test is the same as the context at time of study – a phenomenon known as context-dependent memory (see Smith & Vela, 2001). And any number of environmental cues can produce such effects, even the smell of chocolate in the air (Schab, 1990)! You may have experienced context-dependent memory effects in real life if, in college, your final exam for a course was given in a different room from the one where the class had met for the entire semester.6


A related phenomenon, state-dependent memory, concerns the fact that similarity in a person’s physiological state at time of study and time of test can also improve recall (see Eich, 1980; also see Eich 1995). This effect is fairly reliable with drug-induced states associated with alcohol, marijuana, and nicotine; material learned when one is inebriated, for example, is better recalled when in a similar condition. So, if you sit around with your friends telling jokes and knocking back a few beers, you’re more likely to remember those jokes the next time you’re in a similar condition. Physiological arousal (from Chapter 9) has similar effects – being excited/aroused when acquiring new material helps if a person is similarly aroused at the time of recall (see Clark, Milberg, & Erber, 1988). Calm at time of study/calm at time of testing is also a good combination; calm at time of study/aroused at time of testing is more likely to be a problem. And we don’t even need to talk about drunk at time of study/hungover at time of testing (see Goodwin, Powell, Bremer, Hoine, & Stern, 1969; also see Eich, 1989).


The obvious implication of context- and state-dependent memory is that people are more likely to transfer training content when the training environment closely corresponds to the transfer environment (e.g., the actual workplace) and when physiological states in both settings are also similar. It is probably for this reason that on-the-job training appears to be more effective in fostering transfer than classroom-style instruction or computer-based training (Saks & Burke-Smalley, 2014). But there is a second, maybe less obvious, implication for transfer lurking here as well. Basically, “changing things up” during training may afford a transfer advantage. Think about it this way: If you studied for an exam in the same location, at the same time each day, with the same music in the background, same cup of coffee, same smells in the air, etc., you’d be locking yourself into a pretty narrow range of study conditions. Conversely, the more variation there is in conditions at time of training, the more likely it is that there will be various points of overlap with conditions at time of transfer.








Conclusion: Some Guidelines for Enhancing Communication-Skills Training Transfer


One of the foundational premises of this book has been the proposition that communication skills can be improved (Introduction), and in Chapter 6 we examined the key components of training programs designed to do just that. Chapter 6, though, ended on a cautionary note: Sometimes training doesn’t “take” – what is learned may not transfer beyond the training context (or, if it does make it outside the doors of the training facility, it may not survive for very long). The focus of this chapter, then, has been on understanding what gets in the way of skill transfer, and by extension, what might be done to enhance generalization and maintenance.


Before summarizing some of the “high points” on improving training transfer, it is important to recognize that training practices that foster acquisition of target content may actually work against longer-term retention and transfer. If the idea is to get employees “up to speed” so that they can pass a certification quiz at the end of training, then that might not be conducive to actual implementation of training content down the road. In many cases, training techniques that tend to slow skill acquisition also tend to result in superior retention and transfer (see Proctor & Dutta, 1995; Schmidt & Bjork, 1992). A familiar example of this phenomenon involves the trade-off between “cramming” versus spaced study for exams. Intensive, last-minute, study may result in relatively rapid acquisition of course material, but at the cost of long-term retention. As a general principle, rote repetition may lead to rapid acquisition, but generalization is fostered by variation.


While recognizing the possibility of an acquisition-versus-transfer trade-off, the fact of the matter is that virtually all of the training principles discussed in Chapter 6 apply to enhancing skill generalization and maintenance. There is value in employing a variety of methods and materials in the Instruction component of a training program. Not only does “mixing things up” in the delivery of training content facilitate transfer at the individual level (see the previous paragraph), at the group level (i.e., across trainees), employing multiple methods increases the likelihood that each learner is going to find something that resonates for him or her. With respect to Practice, the principles from Chapter 6 (i.e., “ample practice,” “focused practice,” “practice with variation,” etc.) are still in play. The same is true for the Feedback component of communication-skills training: “information,” “correction,” and “encouragement” – ICE still applies.


Beyond these points, we can advance some additional guidelines for enhancing skill-training transfer. For example, is unlikely that “one-shot” interventions and workshops are going to produce lasting effects; we’re more likely to see generalization and maintenance with intensive, sustained skills-training regimens. It is also true that fidelity (basically, realism – i.e., similarity between training-context conditions and materials and transfer-context conditions) matters. In a related vein, training programs can be developed to give greater emphasis to transfer. From the discussion above, incorporating “accountability” initiatives to reinforce the message that actual implementation of training content is expected is an obvious example. Another possibility can be seen in the Action Training Approach (e.g., Antonakis, Fenley, & Liechti, 2011; Frese, Beimel, & Schoenborn, 2003) where, as part of the training program itself, participants plan ahead to identify specific dates when they will employ their new skills (and even schedule these dates into their calendars). Finally, building in follow-up, “refresher,” modules in subsequent weeks and months should help sustain training gains.






Notes




	1 One recent estimate (Industry report, 2018) of annual U.S. training expenditures is approximately $90 billion, but this figure is certainly less than the actual total because it excludes companies with fewer than 100 employees. Another report (Miller, Mandzuk, Frankel, McDonald, & Bello, 2013) puts the figure at $164.2 billion for 2012.



	2 A note of caution is in order here. A statement that frequently appears in the literature is that only 10% of training expenditures actually transfer to the workplace. Despite the fact that this figure is often cited in scholarly journals (e.g., Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Grossman & Salas, 2011), in its original source (Georgenson, 1982), this number is only an “out-of-the-air” guess-timate, and is not based on any empirical data (see Fitzpatrick, 2001). Where (sparse) data does exist (e.g., Saks, 2002; Saks & Belcourt, 2006), estimates of immediate training transfer are on the order of 60% and diminish over time.



	3 For a succinct overview of early developments in the study of skill transfer see Singley and Anderson (1989).



	4 A notable exception here is Blume, Ford, Baldwin, and Huang’s (2010) finding that neuroticism is negatively correlated with training transfer.



	5 From Longford (2013, p. 221).



	6 This effect may not matter so much if the new test room is essentially the same as the previous classroom (Saufley, Otaka, & Bavaresco, 1985), and just conjuring up an image of the old room may offset any memory retrieval deficits (Smith, 1979).
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11
Communication Skills and Human Connection in Evolving Contexts


Scholars are quite fond of developing lists of fundamental human needs and motivations. What is particularly noteworthy, though, is that the human need for relationship (belonging, connection, closeness) always makes the cut (see Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Epstein, 1990; Maslow, 1954; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Schutz, 1958; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001). Indeed, one prominent social psychologist, Susan Fiske (2014), argues that the need for belonging underlies all other social motivations. This need for connection is coded in our DNA (Buss & Kenrick, 1998; Neuberg, Kenrick, & Schaller, 2010), and the mortality risk of social isolation is comparable to that of cigarette smoking (House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988).


And on this point, our study of communication skill comes full circle. In Chapter 1 we saw that communication skills are the foundation of strong, satisfying relationships. Remember Chris Segrin’s (2001, p. 214) observation that, “There is no such thing as a high-quality interpersonal relationship based on bad communication.” Communication skills smooth the way toward human connection. Individuals who are socially obtuse … abrasive … cold … “clueless” … are less likely to enjoy the pleasures of fellowship, belonging, and bonding.




Ultimate Conversational Connection


This won’t be true for every reader, but there is a chance that, at some point in your life, you have had an interaction where you experienced a sense of complete conversational immersion and interpersonal connection. These occasions may be rare, but there are times when we just feel totally “in synch” with our conversational partner – situations where we experience a sense of mutuality and shared understanding and insight. These interactions are memorable and exhilarating; one author described them as “the greatest communication moments in a person’s life” (Gordon, 1985, p. 825). If you’ve ever had such an experience, you know what I’m talking … well, writing … about.


These exceptional interpersonal experiences have been the focus of discussion by scholars in a number of different disciplines, and the phenomenon has been given a variety of labels, including “dialogic moments” (Cissna & Anderson, 1998), “peak communication experiences” (Gordon, 1985), “aesthetically-pleasing conversations” (Baxter & DeGooyer, 2001), and, borrowing from improvisational jazz musicians, “jamming” (Goodier & Eisenberg, 2017).1 Now, to be sure, these treatments do differ in their details (although I suspect that the various authors are hovering around the same phenomenon), but the particular characterization I’ll rely on here originated in an article by Greene and Herbers (2011) addressing what they called transcendent interactions.


Current thinking is that occasions of interpersonal transcendence are defined by four characteristics: (a) receptivity and absorption, (b) comprehension and understanding, (c) connection, mutuality, and sharedness, and (d) exploration, discovery, and insight (Greene, 2020; also see Greene, 2019). Briefly, receptivity and absorption refers to complete conversational immersion – a state of maximal attentiveness and engagement. People can be so “locked in” to the conversation that feelings of self-consciousness and concerns with self-presentation disappear, and even one’s sense of time and situation are lost (think about being so engrossed in the moment that you’re not even aware of how much time has passed or what’s going on around you). Comprehension and understanding is a two-way street. On one hand, it involves an individual’s perception that he or she is able to fully grasp or comprehend the other’s meaning. Instead of confusion, ambiguity, or “not being on the same page,” there is a sense of “I know exactly where you’re coming from and what you’re saying, feeling, and thinking.” The other side of comprehension and understanding is an individual’s perception that the other person is able to do the same – that one’s conversational partner understands, and ultimately appreciates, what he or she is saying. The concept of connection, mutuality, and sharedness involves the sense that interaction partners are involved in a coordinated interplay of conversational contributions. Basically the idea is that people are “building off each other” in a synchronized way (rather than, say, going off on separate tangents or being out of step, timing-wise). Finally, exploration, discovery, and insight refers to the fact that transcendent experiences are characterized by a sense of novelty. As Greene and Herbers (2011) observed, “[P]eople are not captivated or engrossed by conversational routine. Rather, transcendent interactions occur when the course of talk ‘makes you think’” (pp. 76–77).


One way to think about experiences of interpersonal transcendence is that they constitute the endpoint of a “ray” (remember, from junior-high geometry: a line with a definite endpoint and that extends indefinitely in one direction; basically, a one-way arrow). Where interactions are characterized by the presence of maximal receptivity and absorption, comprehension and understanding, etc., we find the endpoint of our ray – the “transcendent ideal.” As you move along the arrow, away from that “ideal,” interpersonal experiences will have less and less of that exhilarating quality, and eventually you’ll come to interactions that are boring, awkward, even dreadful! In fact, if you’ve recently experienced a particularly strained conversation, it might be instructive to re-view that experience through the prism of the four characteristics that define interpersonal transcendence. In what ways did your experience differ from the transcendent ideal?


Beyond the basic conception of interpersonal transcendence, there are four additional points to note about the phenomenon. First, because transcendent interactions represent the most extreme occasions of human conversational connection, immersion, and insight, it follows that they are also rare. And it is also true that transcendent experiences are transitory – that is, the experience may not last for an entire conversation. As Greene and Herbers (2011) noted, “transcendence may emerge for a brief period, only to diminish, or to be lost altogether” (p. 80). Third, various situational and relationship factors may serve to facilitate or impede occasions of transcendence. Social norms, for example, may discourage anything but superficial exchanges. And with respect to characteristics of relationships, conditions of trust should be expected to encourage connection and discovery, whereas threat in a relationship should stifle immersive engagement.
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Finally, and most relevant given this book’s focus on communication skills, there are individual differences in people’s propensity to experience transcendent interactions. In fact, in a pair of early studies (Herbers & Greene, 2010), a small number of people indicated that they had never had such a conversation. Various factors may contribute to people’s tendency toward transcendent experiences, including the basic message-production and -processing abilities discussed in Chapter 2. Similarly, the seven “principles of communication competence” (e.g., “behavior that reflects an ‘other orientation’ tends to be perceived as more communicatively competent”) from Chapter 3 almost certainly play a role. And, from Chapters 7, 8, and 9, the various sources of communication performance deficits (e.g., lack of motivation, information retrieval problems, communication anxiety) are likely to close off opportunities for connection and understanding.




The Potential Benefits of Solitude


The idea that humans have a fundamental need for connection and relationship comes with a caveat. While it is true that we need interpersonal engagement, it is also true that we have a need for privacy and solitude (Buchholz, 1999; Larson, 1997; Long & Averill, 2003). Moreover, some people are more comfortable in time spent alone than are others (Burger, 1995). And within each one of us, the salience, or strength, of the need for connection will vary over time (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Schutz, 1958) – certainly you can think of instances in your life where you really needed to talk to someone, and others where you just needed some time alone.


We should be aware, then, that there is more to this story than just the human desire for belonging and relationship. There are motivational forces that work in the opposite direction, and it is useful to think in terms of there being a tension, or shifting balance, between the two (see Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). Although the possibility of ultimate conversational connection may exist, very often, and most typically, as we know from Chapter 7, casual conversation works just fine.


And on this issue of connection versus solitude, there is yet another layer to be unpacked. Some years ago (back “when I wore a younger man’s clothes”), I travelled to San Francisco with my bicycle. There I dipped my rear wheel in the Pacific Ocean, rode across the Golden Gate Bridge, and continued on until I reached the coast of Maine where I dipped my front wheel in the Atlantic Ocean. During that 7-week, 3,800-mile trip, I spent days on roads where 5 hours of riding seemed to bring the mountain in the distance no closer. Conditions of solitude afford opportunities for reflection, contemplation, and self-discovery. And, as Valerie Manusov (2020b) has persuasively argued, for these reasons, time alone may better equip us for engaging and connecting with others.








Communication Skill and Human Connection in an Evolving Technological Context


The yearning for relationship, belonging, and connection has been a part of our species’ makeup since our ancestors huddled around ancient campfires. And although you and I are imbued with that same drive, the introduction of modern technologies has dramatically changed the dynamics of managing interpersonal relationships (see Kelly & Keaten, 2015). Unlike previous generations for whom connection involved face-to-face interaction (accompanied by occasional letters, and, later, telephone calls), you live in a world where relationships are established and maintained via a variety of media – texts, Snapchat, Facebook, Zoom, Twitter … you name it. In fact, one leading theory holds that a mark of a strong relationship is the use of multiple communication media (Haythornthwaite, 2002). And if you think about it, that makes sense: People who aren’t strongly connected (say, company employees at different office sites) may rely on email as their only means of contact; passionate lovers are unlikely to settle for that.


Everyone recognizes, even relies on, the fact that mediated communication affords limited access to the full panoply of cues available in face-to-face interactions. As I noted in the Introduction, interpersonal distance (measured in inches between your nose and mine), along with the experience of someone “standing too close,” doesn’t translate to the universe of Zoom. Ditto for eye contact – looking directly into your computer camera is not the same as looking into the eyes of someone who is physically present. Same for the faint scent of lipstick and the delightful tactile sensation and bodily warmth you can only experience by meeting those lips with your own. But the limitations of mediated interaction extend much further. When a student sits in my office, I can look where I want to look (not where someone has their camera pointed), and do so far faster than any camera could pan. In two or three seconds, I can scan everything from the condition of their shoes to the condition of their fingernails.


The very fact that mediated communication imposes limits on cue availability may, in some cases, lead to information exchange via computer-mediated channels that is even more personally revealing than information exchanged face-to-face – a phenomenon that Joe Walther (e.g., 1996) termed “hyperpersonal communication.” Walther observed that in the absence of nonverbal cues, (typed) language can be called into service to communicate relational and emotional information. So, by terms of address (i.e., what people call each other), requests versus commands, formality, the length of a message, explicit statements (e.g., “I love you”), and so on, people can convey information about their feelings and the nature of their relationship by use of the keyboard. Beyond this, the lack of visual and aural cues, along with the potentially asynchronous nature of computer-mediated message exchanges, provide an opportunity for selective self-presentation, planning, and editing: People can manage their online identities in ways that they can’t when meeting face-to-face. A nice illustration of the point comes from a study of chatroom users (Henderson & Gilding, 2004) where one participant stated that, online, “I can be the funny, entertaining person, not the geek with a funny haircut” (p. 495).


Research makes clear that people use computer-mediated communication in their quest for belonging and connection. And this may be particularly true for individuals who have social-skill deficits, are prone to communication anxiety, and so on. One study (Caplan, 2007), for example, found a very strong relationship between a measure of people’s tendency toward social anxiety and their preference for online, versus face-to-face, interactions. In reviewing the research on this topic, Kelly and Keaton (2015) conclude, “Studies indicate that those with communication anxiety and avoidance problems express a preference for mediated channels, particularly channels with the fewest cues, and they feel more comfortable and less shy when using these channels compared to [face-to-face]” (p. 618, emphasis added).


Although mediated communication platforms afford opportunities for interpersonal relationship and connection, their use may also come with a cost. A very close friend and I ate lunch together every weekday for almost 40 years. In that time our conversations covered the usual “small talk” topics – sports, kids, weather – but we also talked each other through difficult, sometimes gut-wrenching, times of illness, marriages on the ropes, and the deaths of loved ones. But, when smartphones arrived, the dynamic of our mealtime talk changed; I often found myself talking to the top of his head when random text messages became more compelling than whatever we were talking about.
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A particularly telling research finding about the potential downside of reliance on mediated communication channels comes from a large-scale meta-analysis of American college students during the period of 1979 to 2009 (Konrath, O’Brien, & Hsing, 2011). During that 30-year span there was a significant decline in key aspects of interpersonal empathy, including feelings of concern and the ability to take the perspective of others. Moreover, this decline in empathy among college students was most pronounced in the last decade for which data were available (i.e., 2000–2009). The authors conclude that, “one likely contributor to declining empathy is the rising prominence of personal technology and media use in everyday life … perhaps it is easier to establish friends and relationships online, but these skills might not translate into smooth social relations in real life” (p. 188).


We can see a concrete example of the impact of media-time on interpersonal skills in the case of processing facial expressions of emotion. From Chapters 2 and 3 we know that the ability to “pick up” and accurately interpret nonverbal cues is a key element of communication skill. In fact, the authors of one review of research on the topic (Niedenthal & Brauer, 2012) concluded that “The ability to process facial expression of emotion accurately is thus a social necessity … emotion processing is a requirement of successful social living” (pp. 275–276, emphasis added). But of course, even if processing facial expressions of emotion is a “social necessity,” it is an ability not shared by everyone (see Burgoon & Bacue, 2003; Guerrero & Ramos-Salazar, 2015). What is particularly remarkable, though, is that accuracy in facial-cue processing can be improved by simply putting away the phone and turning off the computer – as was demonstrated in a study of pre-teens at a summer camp where just five days with no screen-time resulted in a significant increase in accuracy in identifying facial expressions of emotion (Uhls, et al., 2014).


More generally, well-known author Sherry Turkle (e.g., 2015) argues that face-to-face conversation affords opportunities for deep human connection, understanding, and discovery that are difficult, if not impossible, to achieve via mediated communication. As she observes, “Every time you check your phone in company, what you gain is a hit of stimulation, a neurochemical shot, and what you lose is what a friend, teacher, parent, lover, or co-worker just said, meant, felt” (p. 40). Her thesis is that dependence on communication technology stunts the development of conversational skills necessary for authentic human engagement (what earlier in this chapter we termed “interpersonal transcendence”). Putting aside the potential for ultimate experiences of symbolic connection and discovery, moving down the transcendence ray toward everyday interaction, a lack of conversational skills, she says, hampers people in their professional and personal lives, and she quotes an executive at a large pharmaceutical company who describes her strategy for making hiring decisions this way: “It’s very simple. I have a conversation with them” (p. 46).


It is important to sound a note of balance here by acknowledging potential skill-related benefits of mediated interpersonal communication. We’ve already seen that digital technologies may be beneficial for individuals who experience difficulties in face-to-face interactions. Beyond that, harkening back to Bandura’s “social learning theory” and the idea that people may enhance their skill-set by modeling the behavior of others (Bandura, 1977), in chatrooms, message boards, etc., people may find exemplars for emulation. Similarly, mediated exchanges may afford opportunities for “trying out” strategies for self-presentation and social influence in relatively safe ways – and for receiving feedback about those strategic “experiments.” More broadly, the very existence of multiple modes of communication suggest that what it means to be a competent communicator includes skills both in face-to-face contexts as well as in navigating and managing various combinations of media in effective and appropriate ways (see Bunz & Montez, 2015; Kelly & Keaten, 2015).






Communication Skill and Human Connection in an Evolving Demographic Context: Aging Populations


Demographics involves statistical descriptions of the characteristics of various populations and groups. Demographers, then, are concerned with numerical break-downs of population characteristics like income, education, ethnicity, and so on. Of particular interest, given our focus on communication skill and social interaction, is the dramatic demographic shift in the age distribution of populations around the globe. Japan, for example, at 48.6 years, now has the highest average age of any country,3 followed by Western European countries like Germany and Italy (Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.). In the United States, it is projected that this trend, termed the “graying of America,” will, by the year 2034, for the first time ever, lead to more people 65 and older (77.0 million) than 18 and younger (76.5 million; Vespa, 2019).


One of the key reasons that aging matters is because it is strongly (negatively) correlated with cognitive functioning. Putting aside those individuals suffering from Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia, even among “normal” (i.e., non-pathological) individuals, cognitive ability does decline with age. Writing about his personal experience of aging (when he was 74 years old), the brilliant neuropsychologist Donald Hebb (1978) put it this way: “I’m not quite senile, not yet. I can still keep up appearances, and there are points on which I can still outtalk younger colleagues. But – between you and me, privately – the picture is one of a slow, inevitable loss of cognitive capacity” (p. 23).


On the topic of age-related declines it is common to distinguish two aspects of cognitive functioning (see McGrew, 2004). On one hand there is the ability and knowledge that one has accumulated over the course of a lifetime (often called “acquired” or “crystallized” intelligence) – basically (from Chapter 5), declarative and procedural knowledge. In contrast, “fluid” intelligence refers to reasoning, or novel problem-solving, ability. A great deal of research has focused on changes in both crystallized and fluid functioning from young adulthood into old age (see Salthouse, 2012). As we might expect, acquired knowledge gradually increases over the life span, until people reach their 60s, when declines begin to set in. (And think about it: How many contestants in their 60s, or even their 50s for that matter, do you see on the game show Jeopardy – a classic test of crystallized intelligence?) The story is even more dramatic when it comes to fluid mental abilities. There the research makes clear that people “top out” in their early 20s, after which there is a steady decline throughout the remainder of life. One meta-analysis (Verhaeghen & Salthouse, 1997) involving more than 9,000 participants found that the correlation between age and reasoning ability was r = −.40, a figure that Salthouse (2012, p. 220) described as one of the strongest individual-difference relationships in the field of psychology. (For you college-aged readers, enjoy it while you’ve got it!)


With respect to message behavior, verbally, old age (particularly people in their late 70s and 80s) is associated problems such as word finding (i.e., coming up with names for things and people) and simpler sentence construction (see Kemper & Hummert, 1997; Kemper & Schmalzreid, 2008; Neumann, Pekkala, & Datta, 2011). On the input-processing side, older adults may retain their abilities in comprehending individual words, but processing of entire sentences and more extended discourse does decline with advancing age (see Neumann, Pekkala, & Datta, 2011). Nonverbally, encoding of facial expressions appears to diminish in old age, perhaps due to wrinkling and changes in facial musculature (see Feldman & Tyler, 2006). On the decoding side, relative to younger adults, older adults’ identification of facial expressions of emotion is generally less accurate, but this difference is most pronounced when it comes to recognizing negative emotions such as anger, fear, and sadness where older individuals fare most poorly (see Feldman & Tyler, 2006; Keating, 2016).


Turning to communication-skill acquisition by elderly, normally functioning, adults, to date there is scant empirical research. One study that is available (Caplan & Greene, 1999) involved teaching young and older adults a skill for describing arrays of geometric figures and then having each person apply that skill in 90 practice trials. Recall from Chapter 5 that the equation that describes the course of skill acquisition is:




y = b x m





where “y” represents performance quality, “x” is amount of practice, “b” is performance quality when practice equals zero, and “m” is the slope (or steepness) of the learning curve. In their study, Caplan and Greene assessed performance quality as the time it took to complete each message. The results of the study showed that the older adults did improve (i.e., got faster) over the 90 practice trials, but their rate of improvement, “m,” was significantly lower than for their young-adult counterparts. Basically, the older participants did learn the new skill, they just picked it up more slowly than the younger group (also see Proctor & Dutta, 1995).


Once again, sounding a few notes of balance is in order here. First, it is important to recognize that although cognitive functioning may decline across the span of adulthood, job performance tends to be maintained over the course of one’s working career. Indeed, with the exception of air-traffic controllers, where there is a marked decline with age (and in the United States a mandatory retirement age of 56), and elite athletes, most professions do not show clear age-related declines (Salthouse, 2012). This isn’t terribly surprising, of course, since there are numerous factors in addition to reasoning ability that contribute to the quality of a person’s work – experience and skill, for example, may offset a little mental slowing. Similarly, concerning communication abilities, although there are age-related declines in various aspects of message-production and -processing, that doesn’t necessarily mean that there are across-the-board declines. There is evidence, for example, that older adults may actually produce “better” stories and narratives than their younger counterparts (see Kemper & Hummert, 1997). Similarly, there is at least some research indicating that skills involved in providing emotional support and in managing conflict improve well into old age (see Stafford, 2015). Older adults may also develop conversational skills that facilitate social bonding (see Underwood, 2010). And, too, it is important to keep in mind that many deficits in message behavior don’t emerge in non-pathological individuals until their late-70s, 80s, or even beyond (Neumann, Pekkala, & Datta, 2011).


There is one other “twist” on the aging – performance relationship that requires a little discussion. The “complexity effect” concerns the fact that differences in the performance of young versus old adults depends on the complexity, or difficulty, of the task under examination (see Cerella, Poon, & Williams, 1980). That is, for relatively simple tasks, young – old performance differences tend to be minimal, but as task difficulty increases, so do age-related performance deficits (refer to the example of air-traffic controllers above). What this means for interpersonal interaction is that everyday, casual conversation, which shouldn’t be terribly taxing, probably won’t be characterized by performance difficulties. In contrast, more cognitively demanding interactions may magnify age-related declines. I am reminded of my grandmother, who, in her late 80s, delighted in conversation, stories, and jokes with family and friends, but fretted about visits to her doctors who, she knew, would ask her difficult questions.


On the larger issue of the relationship between aging, communication skills, and human connection, it is the case that both social isolation and feelings of loneliness among the elderly are associated with physical declines and increased mortality risk.4 In one study, for example, following an initial assessment of loneliness among adults over 60, the mortality rate over the next six years was 22.8% for the group originally determined to be lonely, but only 14.2% for the not-lonely group (Perissinotto, Stijacic Cenzer, & Covinsky, 2012). What is particularly interesting, though, is that relatively few elderly adults report feeling lonely. Dykstra (2009) summarizes research showing that only about 13% of American adults over the age of 65 report that loneliness is a “serious problem” for them personally. For adults aged 65 to 79, self-reported loneliness is no greater than for young and middle-aged adults. It is only among people 80 years and older that loneliness shows a marked increase, and the only group reporting higher loneliness than the very old were those aged 15–24. (For you college-aged readers, yikes!)


Regarding the low incidence of loneliness among older adults, it is well known that as a group elderly individuals do tend to have smaller social networks than their younger adult counterparts, but they also tend to be more satisfied with their relationships – and hence, relatively low rates of reported loneliness (see End Note 4). Socioemotional selectivity theory (e.g., Carstensen, Fung, & Charles, 2003) explains that, as people age and begin to perceive that time is short, there is a shift away from the importance placed on future-oriented goals like acquiring information and making new social contacts, accompanied by correspondingly greater emphasis on more immediate, emotionally relevant experiences that derive from close social ties and positively-laden interactions. Consequently, older adults choose to trim their social contacts to those that are most familiar and rewarding, such as romantic partners, friends, and family members. Moreover, and most relevant to our interest in communication skill and human connection, older adults may adopt communication strategies (e.g., conflict avoidance and forgiveness) that enhance the quality of their interactions with others (Luong, Charles, & Fingerman, 2011)
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One area where age-related conversational difficulties often arise is in intergenerational contexts – that is, interactions between members of different age cohorts (e.g., a young adult and an older adult). As you might imagine, differences in experiences, values, and perceptions of what is socially appropriate may lead to misunderstandings or other sub-optimal outcomes. When younger people hold negative stereotypes about the abilities of older adults, they may adopt a simplified style of speech (e.g., talking more slowly, speaking more loudly, elementary word choice and sentence construction) – a phenomenon termed “over-accommodation” – that older people may find patronizing or demeaning (see Hummert, Garstka, Ryan, & Bonnesen, 2004; Williams & Harwood, 2004). In other cases, younger people may “under-accommodate” by instructing older people about what to do with little regard for the older individuals’ own wishes. Conversely, older adults may dismiss or ignore the perspectives and inputs of younger individuals. In any of these cases, we’re talking about interactions that are likely to be pretty far removed from the “transcendent ideal.” But, while acknowledging that intergenerational interactions can be “quite problematic,” Jon Nussbaum (2007, p. 4) continues by noting that “At other times, these … interactions are the most satisfying and glorious moments in our lives” (p. 5). His primary point being that communication skill plays an essential role in fostering those “satisfying and glorious moments,” and ultimately, quality of life in old age.






Communication Skills and Human Connection in Evolving Cultural and Intercultural Contexts


People living today, more than any other time in history, are likely to come in contact with members of cultures different than their own. Global business expansion and the growth of international commerce, developments in modes of transportation, tourism, study abroad programs and growing numbers of international students at colleges and universities around the world, and immigration and influxes of refugees are just some examples of the factors that have contributed to unprecedented levels of human mobility and opportunities for intercultural contact. For readers living in the United States, you reside in an incredibly diverse country. As just one indicant of this diversity, according to the latest available data, in 2018 there were approximately 45 million foreign-born people living here (about 14% of the total population of the country; United States Census Bureau, n.d.). And country of origin is only the start – consider the wide spectrum of races, ethnicities, and religions represented by the people around you. The upshot of living in this rich multicultural environment is that effective social functioning, both personally and professionally, requires an ability to interact effectively and appropriately with people whose worldviews may, in many cases, be very different from your own.


You can find any number of definitions of the term “culture,” but most of them are pretty much the same, and the definition from Sarah Trenholm and Arthur Jensen (2013, p. 326) is probably as good as any: “that set of values and beliefs, norms and customs, rules and codes that socially define groups of people, binding them to one another and giving them a sense of community.” Basically, culture shapes our understanding of what is important and “right,” how the world works and how we are to conduct ourselves in it. There are three additional points to note in fleshing out the concept of “culture.” First, we should understand that, within a broader cultural community defined by shared values, rules, and codes, there will be “co-cultures” – groups that are further differentiated by ethnicity, religion, membership in the military, sexual orientation, and even common interests (e.g., Harley-Davidson owners). Second, it is important to realize that individual members of a culture (or co-culture) will not equally embrace the beliefs, rules, and customs of the group. You’ve probably met people who were virtually prototypical members of a co-cultural community, and others who didn’t “fit the mold” – (Harley owners without leathers and tats?). Finally, even though culture is transmitted from generation to generation, it is not fixed; the values, rules, and meaning systems that define a culture can be seen to change over time – in some instances quite slowly, and in others in rapid, dramatic fashion.


Elements of culture include literature, architecture, foods, music, clothing, and most relevant to our interests here, spoken language (and under the umbrella of “language,” accent, dialect, etc.) and nonverbal code systems. It should be obvious that opportunities for misunderstanding abound when people are not members of the same verbal/nonverbal cultural community (see Hecht & Lu, 2015). Readers who have travelled in a country where they didn’t speak the language can probably reel off stories (some funny, some not) of the difficulties they encountered just getting around or ordering a meal. And nonverbal mismatches may matter even more. Culturally given understandings of what is appropriate, right, and good are often constituted in rules governing nonverbal conduct, and “missteps” here can have telling consequences. Members of a host culture will most typically accommodate a traveler struggling with the language (“not knowing how to speak”), but they may be much less tolerant of “inappropriate” nonverbal behavior (“not knowing how to act”). A close friend of mine (an unnamed professor, from an unnamed university, travelling in an unnamed country), delights in telling the story of an occasion when he, after studying the bistro menu, asked the garcon, “What would you suggest?,” and the waiter responded, “I would suggest that you return home.”


Some of the nonverbal barriers to effective intercultural interactions are well known. It is commonly recognized, for example, that the meaning carried by emblems (from Chapter 2, “gestures with a fairly direct verbal translation”; e.g., the “A-Okay” sign for Americans) may have very different interpretations in various parts of the world. Similarly, display rules (from Chapter 2, “culturally given rules for managing nonverbal expressions of emotion”) dictate what is appropriate and inappropriate in various social contexts. Rules governing eye behavior (e.g., eye contact, direction of gaze) vary considerably across cultures (see Hecht & Lu, 2015). More generally, cultures can be distinguished along an expressive – reserved continuum which applies to vocalic cues, touch, posture, and gaze, in addition to facial expression (see Matsumoto & Hwang, 2016). We might expect, then, that members of more expressive cultures (e.g., the United States, Canada, Australia) might experience difficulties in “getting on the same page” in interactions with people from more reserved cultures (e.g., Hong Kong, Indonesia).


Now obviously understanding intercultural communication difficulties involves more than the role played by verbal and nonverbal code systems. As mentioned above, there are the larger issues of differences in worldviews, values, and so on, that are also in play. Table 11.1 gives some examples of differences in cultural orientations that very well might lead to misunderstandings.5 Imagine, for instance, instructions given by a person from a high power-distance culture (who expects to have those instructions followed without question), only to be surprised when a member of a low power-distance culture asks, “Why?” Or, a true story from my own experience: I once checked into my hotel in Fiji and discovered that there was a hole in the bathroom wall, the size of a basketball, leading to the jungle outside. Like any good member of a monochronic culture, I called the front desk to report the problem and was assured that the wall would be repaired “right away.” It turned out that for members of the Fijian polychronic culture, “right away” meant three days.


Beyond verbal and verbal code systems, and the potential impact of differing worldviews and values, there is yet another set of influences at work in intercultural encounters. This third element derives from the fact that parties to intercultural interactions enter such conversations, not just as individuals, but also as representatives of their respective cultures (and co-cultures). Group-based stereotypes, then, may become barriers to engagement and understanding (see Fiske & Taylor, 2013), and things may be particularly problematic when cultural groups can point to a history of conflict, prejudice, or social inequality (Hajek & Giles, 2003).


Despite the various factors that may make intercultural interactions difficult (and by extension, make experiences of human connection less likely), there are other factors that can function to at least partially offset misunderstandings, facilitate interaction, and promote more positive outcomes. There is evidence, for example, that training programs can improve intercultural communication competence (see Cargile & Giles, 1996).6 Recommendations from various sources (see Chen & Starosta, 1996; Hajek & Giles, 2003; Ting-Toomey & Dorjee, 2015 for compilations) include developing an awareness of cultural worldviews, utilizing “optimal” levels of individual- and cultural-stereotype information, adopting a “flexible mindset,” and, from Ting-Toomey and Dorjee (2015, p. 511), “mastering language proficiency … and appreciating commonalities and differences of cross-cultural nonverbal codes.” These are certainly useful insights, and we should recognize that they, and similar recommendations, fit seamlessly within the broader framework of the principles of communication skill and competence developed in Chapter 3.
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A Note of Caution … A Note of Possibility


At the outset of this chapter I noted that we humans have a fundamental need for relationship and connection, and that communication skills smooth the way toward satisfying that need. More generally, going all the way back to Chapter 1, we saw that communication skills play a key role in professional and career success, in developing and maintaining interpersonal relationships, and in enhancing personal well-being. Given all that, it is important to recognize that there can also be a “dark side” to communication skills – skills can be used to manipulate, exploit, bully, and hurt others – all the while, appearing to be concerned with their best interests (Olson, 2015).


And it is in recognition of this point that the notion of transcendent interactions comes to the fore. Authentic dialogue (see Buber, 1970; Cissna & Anderson, 1998) is the ultimate manifestation of ethical conduct (see Neher & Sandin, 2017). It requires skill (in listening, empathy, self-disclosure … but it has its foundations in integrity, trust, and mutual respect. As Julien Mirivel (2012) has observed, “The most significant choice in interpersonal communication is to act with character … communication excellence includes speaking and acting ethically” (p. 57). I’ll leave you, then, with the thought that there does exist the possibility of authentic dialogue – interactions free of self-interested manipulation and characterized by engagement, mutual acceptance, understanding, and discovery.






Notes




	1 Particularly important here is Buber’s (1970) conception of “dialogue” and the exchange between Buber and Carl Rogers discussed in Cissna and Anderson (1998). Other related concepts include “rapport” (e.g., Bernieri, 2005) and “flow” (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). For other related treatments see the articles in Manusov’s (2020a) special issue of the Atlantic Journal of Communication on “Enhancing Interpersonal Engagement.”



	2 Quoted in Turkle (2015, p. 28).



	3 Technically, Monaco, at 55.4 years, tops the list, but that country’s total population is less than 40,000 people.



	1 The distinction between “social isolation” and “loneliness” is that the former involves an objective assessment of the number of ties one has with other people, whereas loneliness refers to a subjective feeling resulting from a discrepancy between the relationships one has and the relationships he or she would like to have (see Dykstra, 2009).



	5 This table is compiled from various sources, including Andersen and Wang (2006), Hall and Hall (1990), and Hofstede (2003).



	6 Keeping in mind, of course, what we know about the effectiveness of training programs from Chapter 10.
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"Someday, someday, but certainly not now, I'd like to learn how
to have a conversation.
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eing old means that everything you know is wrong and all your friends are dead.”

- restroom graffii, University of Wisconsin-Madison
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Examples of Value Dimensions that Distinguish Cultures

individualism - collectivism: emphasis on the individual's needs versus the needs of the group
(e.g., family, community)

masculine — feminine: emphasis on traditionally masculine values (e.g., assertiveness, competition)
versus traditionally feminine values (e.g., nurturance, cooperation)

igh-context ~ low-context: emphasis on nonverbal and situational cues to derive meaning versus
relying on direct, explicit statements ("say what you mean")

high-immediacy — low-immediacy: preference for high versus low levels of interpersonal sensory
stimulation (e.g., distance, eye contact, touching)

igh — low power distance: power and prestige concentrated among a group of elites versus
a belief in equality and a more even distribution of resources

monochronic - polychronic time orientation: emphasis on punctuality and adhering to schedules
(time is a commodity that can be spent, invested,
wasted) versus a more flexible, fluid conception of time
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“You stupid a- f-—-. Why did you wait so long to tell us you were getting
behind on your part. You f-— up all our grades. 'm getting you out of this
group. Everybody feels the same way. | hope you have fun when you take
the class next semester.”
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Average Correlations between Selected Communication Behaviors and
Ratings of Communication Competence

message cue average correlation
speaker-turn latency -33
face gaze 35
eye contact 24
gestures (emblems, illustrators) a5
adaptors (self, other) -18
head movements 24
volume 31
smiles 25
compliments a1
questions a1
back-channel cues ("m-hm”, “I see”, “yep, etc.) 2

talk time. 68
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A Look at “Direction of Gaze” and Related Concepts

Individual-Level Behavior:
direction of gaze: gaze directed toward some element of the visual environment
(e.g., one’s own shoes; a traffic light; a cellphone)

other-directed gaze: gaze directed at one’s conversational partner
(e.g. face, hand gestures, jewelry)

face gaze: gaze directed at features of the face of one’s conversational partner
(e.g., facial expressions, including brows, mouth, etc.)

Dyadic-Level Behavior:

mutual gaze: simultaneous “other-directed gaze”

mutual face gaze: simultaneous “face gaze”

eye conta ultaneous gaze at the eyes of one’s conversational partner
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“Well, Ron, it's due next week and we have to get it all to the typist. OK, if it's
not done it's not. Tell you what. Why don’t you jot down your main ideas so
that we can include them in the introduction and conclusion. Also, tell me
when you think your section should come in the whole project. Then get it to
my apt. by 10:00 the next day because | have to get it to the typist by 2:00. Is
this okay? V'l just explain to the group that you'll have it done but not by
meeting time. We all want a good grade, so if you need the time to make
your part better, go ahead. But if | can’t get it to the typist in time, you'll have
totypeit. Alright, take it easy.”
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A Basic Vocabulary for Talking about Nonverbal Behavior

kinesics: the social and communicative significance of body movement
(includes: facial expression, gestures, posture, foot and leg movement)

vocalics: the social and communicative significance of vocal behavior other than the words themselves
(includes: speech rate, silent pausing, loudness, pitch, voice quality, tone of voice)

oculesics: the social and communicative significance of eye behavior
(includes: direction of gaze, eye contact, pupil dilation, blinking)

haptics: the social and communicative significance of touch
(includes: handshakes, kissing, embraces, slapping/striking, task-related touches)

proxemics: the social and communicative significance of space and distance
(includes: interpersonal distance, personal space, crowding)
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Sometimes | smile and act like I'm in a good mood even if things don't feel
right. ‘Cause... 'm... some of the gils... that's what | get complimented the
most, besides what I look like, is my attitude, because | try never to be crappy
towards a man. Sometimes they have money and sometimes they don't, and
it's my, my job is to party. You know, to act like 'm having a good time, even
if 'm not. Most of the time it's genuine; most of the time | don’t mind. But
it's like with any other job, sometimes you just prefer not to be there.
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Elements of an Effective Communication-Skills Training Program
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“I think that one reason our small talk failed was because both of us had the
same limited list of small talk topics. We both knew how to talk about our
majors and our interests, but once we knew we did not have any of those topics
in common, we stopped trying. We had both gotten to the end of our ‘lsts””

- female college student
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“I was very nervous for this career fair because | had never been to a career fair
before... | was 5o nervous at the first booth that | behaved inappropriately... | left
the booth confused and distraught as to why | behaved in such a way with the
recruiter. My nervousness took over my ability to be communicatively competent.”
- female college student
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“Based on feedback from course participants and the results of training
impact assessments conducted with clients, we have noticed that there is a
very strong correlation between the propensity to practice the techniques in
real-life situations and the level of improvement in a participant’s
interpersonal skills.”
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“I would much rather have a deep conversation about my
thoughts and feelings with someone | am close to, rather than
share little pieces of myself with a stranger during small talk."

- female college student
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“I believe that although | can be perceived as shy or closed off, | am actually
just very selective in what | choose to say. | would have to say that | am
comfortable in silence when in the presence of another person. | do not feel
the need to fill the void with meaningless conversation.”

- female college student
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“...driving a manual transmission car. My fiancé has attempted to teach me this
concept in the past, and he did a very good job. | understand how the gears
work and the timing for switching them, but | cannot put that knowledge into
action. When he explains how to drive a manual, | understand it. When | am
put in the position of doing it myself, | cannot do it.”

- female college student
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