UNIT 8 IMPORTANCE AND SCOPE OF
| COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Objectives

After going through this unit you should be able to:

define human communication;

understand the models of communication and appreclate the transactlonal model
with it components as it applies to human interactions;

discuss the principles of cominunication;
learn the skills of effective verbal and non-verbal communication; and

 reflect on self as a communicator and avoid erroneous communication.
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8.1

INTRODUCTION

Communication is integral to all aspects of life. From the time we are born till the time we
die; all of us 'Communicate. In our work spaces too, communication forms the basis of all
our transactions — be they verbal or written. We need to understand the dynamics of
human communication in order to avoid common pitfalls of dysfunctional communication

and become efficient commumcators ourselves.

This unit discusses the definition and models of commumcatlon hlghhghtmg the transactional
model of communication, principles of communication and later elaborates on skills for
effective communication. The unit ends with discussion on feedback and bamers to

effectwe communication.
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8.2 DEFINING HUMAN COMMUNICATION

At the most basic level, none of us communicate without the desire for being understood.
A new-born baby’s cry indicates to the caretaker / mother that the baby may be hungry or
wet or uncomfortable. We thus understaid that the cry means difterent things at different
times. And yet, the mother or the caretaker understands exactly what it means. [f there
was no understanding, the baby would continue to wail.

Human communication is thus the process of creating meaning between two or more
people. While there are several definitions of communication we need a single
comprehensive one for our understanding.

Definition
Human Communication is the process through which individuals in relationships, groups,
organizations and societies create, transmit and use information to obtain an understanding

response in order to organize with the environment and with one another. (Adapted from
Brent, 1988).

Let us review the difterent components of this definition.

Process

A process is an activity that has several distinct but inter-related steps that take place
over time. When we organize a meeting in the community it is not a single, one time

activity. We try to know more about the community. understand the dynamics, arrive at

an agenda, find a suitable place and time, pass on information about the meeting prior to
the event. Similarly a disagreement with a co-worker or a friend has a history of several
interrelated events occurring over time.

Individuals, Groups, Organizations and Societics

All of us develop and maintain ourselves by engaging in communication with our
environment and the people in it. Communication is our link to the world, our means of
expressing ourselves, influencing others, making impressions and most importantly,
forming relationships. From the most casual of interactions on the bus or in a shop to the
most intimate exchange between friends, lovers, family, communication is the means of
relating, sharing, expressing and exchanging ideas, feelings, and thoughts.
Communication is also essential for formal exchanges in groups, organizations and
societies. It is through communication that we create a web of connections that allows
us to set goals, meet needs, exchange ideas and take collective action.

Creation, Transmission and Use of Information for an understanding response

When we talk of information, we are referring to the message that is created, transmitted
and used by 2 or more communicators to arrive at an understanding. The baby’s cry
cited earlier is an example.

Creation of information means encoding a coherent, meaningful message, collection of
data or a set of cues. We are encoding information each time we communicate with
someone, for example while facing an interview. Similarly the interviewer is also engaged
in the creation of information while decoding the message — interpreting, giving meaning
and understanding what is being said.

Transmission of information refers to the process by which messages are conveyed
from one source to another. We use language, gestures, movement, voice and symbols —
both verbal and non-verbal to transmit rhessages. Communication technology may mediate
the communication process as with a phone call between colleagues or strangers, emails
in organizations or print and electronic media in the process of news transmission.

Human communication is about creating an understanding response. Understanding
refers primarily to the accurate reception of the intended stimulus. Communication is



deemed effective if the receiver has an accurate understanding of the message the

communicator has tried to convey. (Many times we convey messages unintentionally

that are also understood quite clearly).

It is however importarit to note that only messages are transmitted; the- meanings are
made by the communicators. How wonderful it would be if our very meanings were
transmitted along with our messages to those who we are communicating with! There
would be no miscommunication. But because the meanings are in our heads, minds and
experiences, what is meant is not necessarily what is understood!

Take, for ex'ample the conversation between 2 colleagues:

Colleague 1 : Whenever I pass by your desk, you seem to be immersed in
' work. You are really working hard these days.

Colleague 2 : (Indignantly)You mean to say I didn’t work hard enough earlier?

Colleague 1 : (Apologetically) Oh no! I was just saying how busy you have
been last few days.

Colleague 2 : (A little tersely) Yes! I have things to finish.

In reality, Colleague 1 wanted to discuss a personal issue with Colleague 2 and was
hoping to get.some time to do this. But this need was not articulated. Colleague 2 took
offense at the remarks and failed to understand the reason behind the colleagues’ statement.

All of us can recount situations where we have felt misunderstood or have not been able
to fully comprehend the other person. This is because the process of making meaning is
internal to each communicator. The art of effective communication is to reduce the gap
between intention and action (creation of message) and to ensure that our messages are
understood the way they were meant in the first place.

Organizing with one another

Besides obtaining an understanding response, human communication heips us organize
with those around us in the way we use and process information. Communication is
used to build, sustain and terminate relationships, (e.g. spousal, doctor-patient, employer-
employee, student-teacher), to ensure a sense of well-being (as seen in greetings such as
‘Helio’; ‘Hi’; ‘“How are you’, entertainment programmes, TV serials, movies as well as
informal exchanges in organizations) and to bring about desired action (e.g. to have a
- defective electrical gadget replaced by the company or motivating your team to achieve
the desired results).

The definition of communication discussed above is used to facilitate our understanding
of the term. The outcomes of communication discussed in the section on ‘organizing
with one another’ are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive. Readers are urged to
arrive at their own undérstanding, definition and purpose of communication based on
_‘the foregoing discussion. ‘ - '

‘8.3 MODELS OF COMMUNICATION -

Aristotle viewed communication as an ‘art of persuasion’ where the speaker inspired the

listener to be receptive to the message. He focused on the oratory skills of the speaker
whosefr‘nain purpose of communication was to influence the audience in agreement to
the views expressed by the speaker.

In the early years of twentieth century, as the field of communication study grew,
psychologists, sociologists, political scientists and anthropologists became interested in
the role of communication in individual and social process. Several theories were
developed by: scholars belonging to behavioural and social science disciplines. For
example, psychologists focused on persuasion and social influence and its role on attitude
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formation, change and impact on behaviour. Sociologists and political scientists studied

voting behaviour and. the influence of mass medraL in different spheres of life.:
Anthropologists’ mterest in body language and gestur led to the study of non-verbal
communication. - : .

. The followmg section summarlzes some key models of commumcatlon later elaboratmg :

on the transactional model of commumcatlon

Early Models of Commumcatton The 1940s — the 1960s :

“Political scientist HaroId Lasswell developed his model in 1948 as aresult of his work in

the area of propaganda. According to him, communication process: could be best explained
through the statement: “who said what to whom in what channel with what effect”.-

, This can be represented in the followrng ﬁgure

Whom

Who _ What | | Channel N PR -1 '
. . N . (audience or | = | - Effect
_ (speal.(er)vv W (messages) | ‘(medrum) _listener). . ,

" Fig. 8.1: Lasswell’s Model of Communication.

 Like Aristotle, Lasswell was concerned with ‘effect’, or how the speaker influenced the -

listener. This view of communication focuses on the verbal message and is linear, meanmg

. the message is bemg transmltted viaa channel to the hstener -

A year after Lasswell proposed his model, Claude Shannon made pubhc the research he

had undertaken for Bell Telephone to study problems of signal transmission.. Shannon &
Weavers’ model is based-on this work and they were the first to introduce the concept of
‘noise’ in the communication process. According to them, ‘noise’was any distortion
that interferes with the transmission of the message from the source to the destination.
Their view of communication was also broader than Lasswell’s. ' It went beyond the

_ verbal or written message to mclude art, music, theatre and all human. behavrour that

may affect another m1nd’

Wilbur Schramm in 1954 developed his. model wherein he saw communication as' a ;
. purposeful effort to establish commonness between a source and receiver, noting that - _

the word communication is derived from the Latin word communis which meant common.
Schramm described h1s model in the followmg words: : :

* A source may be an mdnvndual (speaking, wntmg, drawing, gestunng) ora commumcatron 'l

organization (like a newspaper ‘publishing house, television station or motion picture

- studio). The message may be in the form of ink on paper, sounid waves in the air, impulses
" in electric current, a wave of the hand, a flag in the air, or any other signal capabfe of
" being interpreted meamngfully The destination may be an individual listening, watching, L

or reading; a member of a group, such as a discussion group, a lecture audience, a football p
crowd, or a mob; or an individual member of a particular group we call the mass audlence R

‘such as the reader of a newspaper ora viewer of televnsnon (cited i m Brent, 1988)

.According to Schramm whether or not a message is recelved at the destmatlon in the
- manner intended by the source depended on the commonahty of experrences (e.g &

common language common backgrounds, and a culture). He called this ‘field of '
experience’ which, if uncommon would result in the message bemg mterpreted .

. erroneously. -

Like Shannon & Weaver who introduced the concept of noxse a major contrlbutlon to

- the study of communication by Schramm was the concept of feedback as:a way of )
: overcommg the problem of norse ' . : : :

| Schramm proposed that when the receiver prov1ded feedback s/he became the' |
; sender, thus eliminating the need for distinction between the two 1n desenbmg the




communication process. Each individual was viewed as both the source and recipient of

messages, with commumcatlon process being c1rcular rather than lmear as with earlier
“models. (See Figure 8.2) -

Message
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Decoder Encoder

Message - <

Fig. 8.2: Schramm’s Model of Communication

Source: The Process and Effects of Mass Communication : Ed. By Wilbur Schramm. In Brent, 1988

- One of the most frequently cited models.in the field of communication study is the one -

proposed by David Berlo (1960). This model highlights 4 components, viz. source,
message, channel and receiver or SMCR as popularly known. Some factors that influence
the communication process are (i) attitudes, skills, knowledge, culture and social system
of the source as well as the receiver. (ii) content, treatment and code of the message and
~ (iii) all 5 senses (touching, feeling, seeing, tasting, hearing) as information channels.

'

The Transactional Model of Communication* . :

The most contemporary view of communication, the transactional takes all the elements
of the models discussed above and builds on them. From the transactional viewpoint,
instead of a two-way flow, simultaneous processes are going on all the time — both

verbal and non-verbal. In transactional communication all behaviours are communicative

(Tubbs and Moss, 1980). The transactional model is presented in Figure 8.3.

CHANNEL l .

* COMMUNICATIVE ' S INTERFERENCE
STIMULI ' : \
Communicator 1 o S Communicator2
Sender S ' | Receiver
Input : , , o " Input
Receiver . : . Sender
— ~ COMMUNICATIVE
- INTERFERENCE o - ‘STIMULI

\ CHANNEL /

Flg 8.3: The Transactional Model of Commumcatlon

. Source Human Commumcatwn Tubbs and Moss, 1980
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Let us now look at the different components of the model.

Communicator 1 and 2 or the Sender and Receiver: Here are two persons trying to
transmit and receive a message. Both are receivers and senders of messages. Both are
simultaneously influencing and being influenced by each other. Thus, the transactional
view also emphasizes that one changes as a result of the communication event and that
both communicators are interdependent.

Input: This includes all the stimuli, both past and present that give us our information
about the world. Our experiences, beliefs and attitudes, likes and dislikes influence our
communication significantly. Each communicator thus brings to the communication
situation his / her life experiences and the communication progresses (or sometimes

- regresses) based on our inputs.

Filters: Filters are limits on our capacity to sense or perceive stimuli. Filters can be
physiological (you can hear only certain decibels, or see upto a certain distance) and
psychological (our predispositions to respond in a particular way). Physiological filters
are biological limitations on our capacities and cannot be reversed. Psychological filters
on the other hand are built in over a period of time as a result of our socialization,

_upbringing and cultures we live in. We have sets. about people — how certain people

must look, behave or talk. Our communication is based on the filters inherent in each
one of us.

Activity 1

Think of the sets you have in your mind about certain groups of people on the basis
of their caste, class, gender, age. How do these sets influence your communication?

Communication Stimuli’: These include all verbal and non-verbal messages or cues we
send out during the communication process. They can be both intentional and
unintentional. The words and language we use to construct messages are verbal stimuli;
cues from our face and body are non-verbal stimuli. While we can determine our verbal
messages, we only have limited control over our non-verbal cues.

Channels: Channels of communication include all the media used to transmit messages.
In face to face communication, sensory organs are the channels. In organizational
communication, notices, circulars, letters, bulletin boards, e-mails are the main channels.
In mass communication, print and electronic media (newspapers, television, radio, films,
and computers) are the primary channels. ‘

Inte):ference or Noise: Anything that distorts the 1nformatlomtransm1tted or distracts the
receiver from receiving it is noise. Noise can be in both commiunicators. Day-dreaming
or private planning can distract the receiver from receiving the message. Similarly, a

“speaker saying ‘you know’ at the end of each sentence can effectively mar the .

communication process. Consider this scenario: You are in a hurry to attend a meeting
and are rushing to the meeting room. On the way you meet a colleague and casually ask
“How are you?” If the colleague begins to share his / her woes or tells you how difficult
it was to get to the office in time due to delayed trains that becomes noise to you.

Having understood the transactional model of communication, let us now examine some
principles to keep in mind in orderto avoid erroneous communication.




8.4 PRINCIPLES OF COMMUNICATION
®  Seek first to understand, then diagnose and prescribe: Stephen Covey in his

book titled ¢7 Habits of Highly Effective People’ gives an example of a father who
complains that he is unable to understand his son as the son doesn’t listen to him.
After repeating, “I don’t understand my son, he just doesn’t listen to me”, several
times, the man realizes that in order to understand another person, one must deeply

* listen and only with the intention of truly wanting to understand. The most important

principle of communication is our quest to understand the other person with our
mind, heart and soul, deeply, without judging, without censoring. Many a time we
struggle to make ourselves be understood. If the person does not open up to the
experience of wanting to understand the other person deeply, the struggle continues.
(This principle is elaborated upon in the section on Listening).

Covey says seeking first to understand is like opening an emotional bank account. If

you invest yourself emotionally, fully, you will get high returns in the form of a

rewarding communication experience. Only when one truly understands the other -

person can one begin to explore for causes of problems and solutions.

Face to Face Communication is most effective: One of the requirements within
any organization is to put everything down on paper, in writing. While all of us
follow this dictum, how many of us have chosen to precede or follow up our written
communication with a personal discussion / meeting? The preferred channel of
communication in such instances is the face to face discussion. In a face to face
interaction, we are able to observe and respond to verbal and non-verbal cues, the
mconsnstence between the two, offer feedback and seek clarifications. Some of
this is not possible for example, when we are engaged in a telephonic conversation.
The moment the channels of communication increase, there are greater chances of
being misunderstood. In difficult situations, particularly when we wish to avoid a
confrontation, we often try to settle things through writing or telephone conversations.

Have these worked for us in the past or has 1t only led to more problems and greater
dissatisfaction?

Communication becomes complex as the number of people we are
communicating with increases: In an interaction involving only two people, the
number of communicative stimuli, both verbal and non-verbal, is limited. One is left
to deal with and manage the partner’s interactions and structure one’s response

based on the cues received from the partner. But as the numbeér of people increases, .

stimuli, feedback, channels also increase and communication heconres complex.
Suppose you are talking to a group of 5 persons. Four of them are listening intently
to you while the fifth one seems bored and uninterested. If you continue, you have

lost the opportunity to understand the reason for his/her disinterest and modify your

delivery. However, if you single this person out, s/he might feel cornered while
others may become impatient. Thus in a group context, one has to manage several
different aspects of communication in order to be effective.

Communication across cultures differs: Culture can be defined as shared
knowledge, symbols, conventions, folklore, language, habits, rituals, rules and lifestyles
that link and give a common identity to a particular group of people at a given point
in time. From the above definition, it follows that each group has unique
communication patterns that are accepted and understood universally by that group.
For example, belching after a hearty meal in India and other eastern countries is
appreciating the culinary skills of the host/hostess. In North American culture, the
same may be highly offensive. Substance users have a language of their own which

is not easily understood by those outside the sub-culture. Not giving eye-contactto
a member of the opposite sex or who belongs to a higher caste/class is common

- among Indians. To a Westerner, the same gesture may mean lack of earnestness or

Importance and Scope of
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lack of desire to build rapport. Due attention needs to be given to the cultural
context of the people we are interacting with.

Communication is affected by time: Particularly in intimate relationships, after a
disagreement, we hear people saying ‘Let’s start afresh!” Unfortunately this is not
easy. Relationships, communication patterns and styles change over time. After
many years of being together, a couple may come to perfectly understand each
other and just a glance across a crowded room is enough to let the partner know
what it means. On the other hand, if the relationship has deteriorated over time,
each communication event becomes painful. Pleasant and unpleasant memories
are stored as input (refer Transactional Model of Communication discussed earlier)
and are used in subsequent communication events. While dealing with people we
need to pay attention to how communication patterns have evolved and ways in
which some need to be changed.

Feedback is the key to effective communication: Communication transactions
continue to evolve effectively in the presence of feedback. Try talking to a person
with a deadpan face. Chances are, very soon the enthusiasm with which you started
will wane. Conversely if the audience responds with nods, smiles, anything that
conveys attention and interest, the speaker is encouraged to continue. Feedback
also indicates what about communication stimuli needs to change.

Activity 2

Ask two people to role-play the following scenario:

1.  Tell them this is a telephonic conversation between two friends who haven’t
met for the last six months. '




Situation A: You haven’t met or talked your friend in the last six months. You have
secured admission for higher studies to a prestigious university abroad. You are passing
through the city where your friend lives. You have a few hours before your flight takes
. off. You are excited about going abroad for studies and wish to share the news with your
friend. If possible, you also wish to meet him/her. Call your friend and share the exciting
news.

Situation B: You have lost a dear cousin in a car accident 7 days ago. You were particularly
close to this cousin and are unable to get over the news of the sudden and untimely
" death. Your friend, who hasn’t been in touch with you for the last six months suddenly
calls you and is in a great mood to chat. You are in no frame of mind to entertain anyone.

Discussion
1. What did you notice about the conversation between the two friends?
What happened and why? '
How did each person who played the friend feel while talking on the phone?

2
3
4. What could have been done differently (without changing the scenarios)?
5.  What principles of communication can you;l apply to this scenario? |
6

What is your learning from this exercise?

8.5 COMMUNICATION SKILLS: MANAGING
VERBAL MESSAGES

A verbal message is any type of spoken communication that uses words in a conscious
attempt to convey events, facts, emotions. Verbal messages can be intentional or
unintentional. Let us loak at 3 types of verbal communication:

i)  Literal-Verbal: In this type, we communicate facts or feelings by the logical use of
words. For example, giving directions, explaining rules, expressing our emotions.

i) Unverbalised Phonptations: These are all the groans, grunts, whines, sighs through
- which we communicate love, hate, joy, boredom, pain, sorrow. For example, a worker
heaves a sign of relief when informed of his transfer to a department of his choice.

i) Extraverbal Communication: This is communication of ideas conveyed by the
implied meaning of words as different from the logical content / use of words. This
type of communication is very often unconscious and includes innuendoes, change
of stress given to words, voice and tone. For example, when a client asks for help,
the social worker assures all help. “It later turns out that the client only wanted
financial help whereas rendering such help did not fit within the mandate of the
organization, The. notion of ‘help’ as meant by the client and understood by the
social worker differed greatly.

E_ﬂ'ectlveness of Verbal Messages

Three characteristics of effective messages are (i) efficiency, (ii) appropriateness and
(iii) flexibility. :

)  Efficiency: An efficient message is clear, bncf simple, well-timed and direct so
that others can absorb, reflect and respond to it. Consider this example: A worker

from an NGO meets a client for the firsttime. She introduces herself and her role by

saying, “Good morning, my name is Anita; 1 work with XYZ organization as a social
worker. 1am here to help you and others like you. You could meet me in the office

Importance and Scope of
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Communication Skills any day or if you prefer, we could meet at your place, or even in the community.

When we meet, that will be your time to discuss your problems, issues. Or you may
choose not to say anything at all. There will be no pressure on you to do anything,
If you wish, you could meet anyone else other than me and you wili still get help. It
is important that you speak up and tell us your problems. Now tell me, do you have

anything to say or ask?” The client nods her head from side to side and stares at the
social worker.

Activity 3

How would you rate the above interactiof on the criteria for efficient messages?

What are your reasons for such an evaluation? Construct an introduction that is
efficient,

...........................................................................................................................
...........................................................................................................................
...........................................................................................................................
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i) Appropriateness: While constructing messages, it is important to keep in mind the
cultural and educational background of the groups/individuals we are communicating
with. For example, if you want to educate a group of women belonging to a lower
socio-economic group about HIV/AIDS, use of technical terminology will render
your message ineffective. Details about the condition can be given in a way that is
understood. Qur messages thus need to be appropriate. Is the person receiving too
much or too little? Problems in constructing effective messages are often created
due to: :

a) Overloading or giving information that is not sought or is beyond a person’s
comprehension. For example telling a 5 year old about sexual intercourse in
response to a question ‘Where did I come from?” is overloading. Keeping it to
the point and simple would help both the child and the adult. Some ways of
overloading are too much talk, too much information, providing irrelevant
information (to the context, age and background of the person), forcing
discussion on unwanted topics and use of language that is not understood by
the listener. In such instances, our own anxiety and discomfort with the subject
matter is evident and also the onus of interpreting the information rests on the
listener.

b) Underloading is typically seen in hierarchical contexts of relationships. (e.g.
doctor-patient, worker-client, parent-child). We underestimate the intelligence
and comprehension capacity of the other person and don’t give information
that is needed for the person to respond effectively. For example, while revealing
HIV positive status, health workers may say “khoon kharab ho gaya hai”
(the blood has got spoilt) to which the person may justifiably ask, “Toh saaf
kaise hoga?” (How will it become clean again?) Not discussing the
implications of the diagnosis takes away the opportunity from the person to -
assume responsibility in dealing with the diagnosis.

iy Flexibility: Messages need to be flexible depending on the communication style,

needs, personality, socio-cultural background of the persons with whom we are

' communicating. We should be in a position to alter our style and message on the

basis of behavioural, verbal, and non-verbal cues sent by the individual or groups.

For example, a worker may visit an elderly couple to make an assessment of their
economic status. But the couple, that particular day, is preoccupied with the news




of their son’s marriage without mformation to his elderly parents. An effcutive
communicator is one who is flexible with her agenda, puts aside the assessment at
least for some time and is willing to listen to what is topmost on the coupie™s nuind.

Communicating Feelings

One of the challenges in, constructing verbal messages is to communicate feclings
effectively. This is a skilled response and we need to learn as well as teach the same
groups we work with. A cominon rule to follow is to own our feelings and describe theni
accurately. This could be done by using ‘1 fecl ............ > statements. For example, when
we feel angry and hurt, we may sulk, withdraw or displace our anger on another person.
Such indirect expression of feelings is ineffective as the message is not clearly received
and understood. 1t is important to achieve congruence in what we feel, say and do. lake

 the following exercise to understand and modify the way you communicate. lf you notice
discrepancies, the time to change is now. ‘

Activity 4

Write down your responses in each of the situations described below

. Someone compliments you for your work
[ feel _
1say _
I do

o

A co-worker keeps you waiting for more than 30 minutes despite a prior
appointment

| feel __
[ say |
I do
3. Your boss blames you for no fault of yours
1 feel
1 say
I do
4. A friend bangs down the phone in the middle of an argument
{ teel
I say |

Ido ___

w

A colleague repeatedly arrives late for department meetings
I feel

I say

I do

6. Asubordinate does not do the task assigned to him. As a result the project is
likely to suffer

I feel

beportaeee aind Scape of
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I say
I do

7. Yourboss who s usually distant and detachcd suddenly acts very friendly one
day

1 feel
I say
I do
8. A colleague asks you a favour when you are very rushed for time

I feel

[ say
I do

9.  Youare not informed about an important social event in your organization and
learn about it at the last minute

I feel
I say
I do
10. Becausé you are an efficient worker, you afe given many different assignments
I feel
I say
1do

Some Common Errors to Avoid in Verbal Messag¢.§
Labelling or Name Calling : “Don’t be foolish, stupid, silly” or “You are always late!”
Commanding : “Just shut up” or “Do it now, okay?”

Questioning : “Why do you always do the same mistake?” or “Why are
you always late for meetings?”

Sarcasm . : “Oh, how come you are on time today?” or “Sure, I will do
it this time too... Don’t 1 always?”

Accusatory : “The whole thmg got delayed because of you”

The above styles of communication are highly ineffective as they make the listener

~ defensive and closed to any change. In fact s/he may just turn off and stop listening to

whatever else you may have to say. S/he may also feel insulted, rejected and hurt and
you lose the opportunity to build a meaningful relationship.

8.6 COMMUNICATION SKILLS: THE NON—
VERBAL MESSAGE

Communication experts say that 94 per cent of all communication is non-verbalandonly
6 percent is verbal. Yet we spend so mucii time and effort managing our verbalinessages!




Not that it does not matter, but the fact is that both our verbal and non-verbal messages
need to be congruent. If what we are saying is negated or contradicted by our non-verbal
cues, others are more likely to pick up and respond to the non-verbal message than the
verbal.

Visualize this scenario: A colleague / client / patient walks into your room. You are in the
middle of finishing some writing task. You welcome the person in, ask what s’he wants
and as the person begins to speak, continue to write the unfinished sentence. The person
stops midway, you look up and urge the person to continue saying you are listening. The
person will continue only hesitatingly, not fully convinced that you are paying attention
until you put the writing aside. What happened here? Your verbal and non-verbal messages
said different things. Non-verbally you communicated the importance and priority you
assigned to your writing while verbally assuring the person of your attention. The person
was quick to perceive your preoccupation with your writing.

This section discusses the different aspects of non-verbal messages highlighting its place
in human communication.

Jurgen Ruesch, a psvchiatrist and Weldon Kees, a film producer, were two of the first
people to devote themselves to a scrious study of non-verbal communication (Tubbs &
Moss, 1980). According to Ruesch & Kees (1956), we express non-verbal messages
through the following:

i)  Sign language where we usc gestures to replace words, numbers, punctuation marks
(e.g. shrug of shoulders). '

i) Action language are all movements that we do not use exclusively as signals but
these unintentionally communicate messages (e.g. walking, running, eating). The
pace of walking and body posture indicates if we are in a hurry or pre-occupied in
our thoughts or feeling sad.

!
iii) Object language is the intentional or unintentional display of material things (e.g.
wearing a tie for a formal occasion, use of black beads to indicate marital status,
wearing expensive clothes and jewelry for a community meeting).

Non-verbal communication is often described in terms of language. Anthropologist
Edward Hall refers to non-verbal communication as “the silent language of space and
time” (1959, p.15). One writer has referred to the mass marches, black ann bands,
hairstyles and clothing of a particular decade as a forin of *body rhetoric” (Hariman,
1969). Regardless of how we classify the languages of non-verbal communication, one
commonality is that we use the cues to interpret and understand human behaviour. A cue
is anything that serves as a signal or a message to another person.

Let us now undcrstand the diffcrent types of cues used during non-verbal communication.
Spatial Cues

Edward Hall called the study of space proxemics. According to Hall, human relationships
can be described in terms of four kinds of distance. These are:

i)  Intimate Distance is up to eighteen inches or less where two people are in closc
physical proximity. Sensory inputs are heightexed through eye contact, touch and
speech. The matters under discussion are usually confidential, often carried out in
hushed tones. Thist' ~of distance is considered inappropriate in public places in
Indian culture. -

ance which according to Hall, is from".

ween self ang oth¢ L.
. s, Atthsdistance we

i) Personal Dist vhi rdin,
boundary that an individual maintains betweel
usually interact with persons close to us or friends. .-

4 feet, is a protective
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iy Social Distance extends from four to twelve feet. Interactions in official discussions,
social gatherings take place at this distance.

iv) Public Distance extends beyond twelve feet. Formal meetings, lectures, public
gatherings are examples of human interactions at this distance. The physical distanice
automatically protects us from any unwanted touching. Speech is usually loud and
there is limited scope for eye contact.

Each one of us has an invisible boundary that prevents others from transgressing our
personal, private space. How do you feel if someone picks up your coffee mug from
your table, uses it and leaves it unwashed? Our response would perhaps depend on who
this person is. Some of us would not mind it, no matter who takes the mug, others may
fcel extremely viclated / angry at this invasion. What marks our response is our notion of
personal space and how we protect it. This is known as the concept of territoriality or
how we claim our territory. We do it through the use of objects, clothing, even body
language. Robert Sommer (1969) talked of personal space which can be thoughi of as a
person’s portable territory, which each person carries along wherever s/he fmay go.

Each culture has norms of conventions related to appropriateness of distance based on
relationship, gender, age, caste and class. Spatial cues as described by Hall and Sommer

give us important information about how we use the concept of space and distance in.our
relationships. ‘

Temporal Cues

- Chronemics is the study of human communication through the use of time. We make

inferences based on cues related to punctuality and promptness of response. For example,
if someone arrives late for an official mecting, it may be construed as rudeness. A client
who misses appointments without prior intimation may be seen as ‘resistant’ or
‘unconcerned about the value of the helper’s time’. The strength of a friendship is evaluated
on the basis of delayed communication, particularly about important events like birthdays
and anniversaries. InIndia, we exteind an open invitation to a guest by saying ‘come over
sometime’, letting the guest determine the time of the visit. To a Westerner, such an
invitation may seem as if the guest is really not welcome or expected to visit.

Yisual Cues

All cues we receive through our eyes amount to visual cues. The greater our visibility,
the greater is our potential for communication. Similarly, the greater the number of channels
a communicator uses, the more information is received. Visual cues add to the information
transmitted through othcr channels and at times stand alone. Visual cues include facial
expressions, eye contact and body movements. However, the entire communication
context needs to be observed before making any inferences based on the cues received.
Let us understand visual cues in terms of the following:

) Fucial expressions indicate the emotions experienced. There are some statistically
significant norms like a hialf-raised eyebrow (conveys skepticism, worry, questioning;)
or half-closed eyes (may convey boredom, happiness, tiredness) that convey
messages even in the absence of the spoken word.

iiy Eye contactisanimpofis e aspect of non-verbal communication. Eyes are considered
+ avaluable source of jj, 1, .1 4iion. Establishing and maintaining eye contact is often
seen as the firststep, .o eyS8a meaningful rellngnshlf’.- Maintaining eye contact
with another perSg;, o 1 consmhA ooriate g eerity. No wonder then
that staringata sy ity and disrespect t appropriate and1uée. Similarly, rolling the

eyes conveys host respect to a person in authority,
Those ig th- 1€IPI1E g)‘rofesslor}s are known to maintain eye contact to a much
gr‘v,at‘,f'/degree than others. This is because eyes are often used to comfort and calm

-




people and can communicate emotions very strongly. However in some cultures
giving eye contact to a person of the opposite sex or a person in authority is considered
inappropriate and disrespectful. Our clients may thus not look us in the eye. This

- should not be however construed as resistance to rapport building or sharing personal
information about themselves.

iii)y Body movements indicate the intensity of emotions experienced. A slouching position.

may convey disinterest or a relaxed frame of mind; tapping of fingers, impatience, a
stiff posture, hostility or anxiety and leaning forward, interest and attentiveness. It is

important for helpers and managers to pay attention to body movements, pamcularly

to notice any contradictions in verbal and nonverbal commumcatxon

iv) Touch is an important channel of non-verbal communication as it conveys support,
empathy and understanding in the absence of words. It is particularly invaluable
while conveying emotions to the hearing and visually impaired. Touch however,
needs to be used judiciously as it is steeped in taboos and sanctions. Who can touch
whom, where and in what context needs to be examined carcfully. For example, in

the Indian context, it is inappropriate, even within the helping relationship totoucha

person of the opposite sex. At most, it could be a handshake or a pat on the shoulder.
Children who have expericnced sexual / physical abuse might feel violated at
unwarranted, unexpected touching,

Vocal Cues

Several distinct emotions can be accurately identificd solely on the basis of vocal cues.

" Vocal cues also influence our judgments about personality and social standing. Vocal
cues include volume, rate of speech, fluency and pitch. Let us look at each of these
briefly. |

i)  Volume: One precondition for effective verbal communication is adequate volume.
Too loud or too low can both be ineffective. Persons who increase their loudness
may be seen as more dynamic or aggressive. Speaking softly may be interpreted as
being secretive. , ‘

i)  Rate of Speech: Rate of speech is the number of words spoken per minute, and the
average speaking rate is about 125 words per minute. A faster rate is usually linked
to fear or anger and a slower rate to grief or depression. When we hear people
labouring over their sentences, we become so bored and impatient that we want to

‘ finish the sentence for themn. On the other hand, a person with the machine-gun
type of delivery runs the risk of being unintelligible. -

iii) Fluency: Fluency or continuity of our speech is closely related to rate. Pauses
while speaking affect fluency. While short pauses can be effective, longer pauses
cankill interest. Similarly, too much description or dctall destroys effectiveness of
the verbal message.

iv)  Pitch: Pitch is the frequency level of the voice. A r.onotonous pitch can be very
boring and a person with a high pitch voice can be unpopular. While pitch level does
not affect the amount of information we understand, it definitely influences our
attitude both towards the communicator and the content of the message.

It is important to understand and interpret non-verbal messages so that we can
modify the action/ interaction accordmgly and maintain congruency between our
verbal and non-verbal communication.

Functious of Non-Vcrbal Messages

D Non-verbal messages can convey information in 1he abaem:e of verbal cues (e.g.
clapping to convey appreciaticn). - :
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ii) Non-verbal messages can reinforce a.verbal message so that meaning is conveyed
quickly and easily (.g. raising your hand while speaking to indicate your desire to
finish or a pause to indicate importance attached to one part of the speech)

ii) Non-verbal messages can contradict a verbal message. This is called double bind
communication where the verbal and non-verbal messages are not in sync with
each othcr, leaving the listener confused and bewildered (e.g. welcoming a person
and looking at your watch or saying you are not angry in a cold harsh tone)

Possible reactions to this kind of communication could be that the listener
@  picks up the verbal and ignores the rest

®  picks up the non-verbal and ignores the verbal

@ ignores the whole message

‘ comments on the incongruency and seeks clarification

In life situations, however, it is not often that we comment on the contradictions in verbal
and non-verbal messages. We pick up the non-verbal (e.g. she is not really listening, she
is preoccupied with her writing) but respond to the verbal (I continue my talk when she
urges me to, assuring me that she is listening). We however feel peeved and will remember
this experience, particularly in our next interaction with this person.

The above discussion brings us to perhaps the most important of non-verbal skills —
listening. The following section focuses on listening as a skill of non-verbal communication.

Lislening . o
Most of us listen at the following levels:

@ Passive listening where we take in, absorb all that the other person has to say
without necessarily responding.

e Selective listening or paying attention only to some parts while pretending to listen to
the whole. E.g. an adult “listening’ to a child’s chatter while reading the newspaper
and intermittently saying ‘Oh and Aha’ to convey the impression of attentiveness.

® Active listening where we nod, seek clarifications, paraphrase the content and
respond. Those who have undergone training in human services or the helping
“professions will recall that one of the first lessons we learn on communication is
related to ‘active listening’. Paying attention, responding effectively, asking appropriate
questions, secking clarifications is integral to active listening. The only danger here
is that the helper is more often than not preoccupied with his/her response. ‘What
am I going to say next’ is at the back of our heads preventing us from listening fully

to the person sitting across. '

Few of us understand and practice what Stephen Covey calls empathic listening. Empathic
listening, according to Covey, is to truly listen with the intention of completely understanding
the person sitting across. We do this with not only our ears but more importantly with our
eyes, heart and mind. Empathic listening means that we suspend our judgments, our
beliefs and our notions about people. It also means that we are only listening and are not
preoccupied with our possible responses, not even with conveying to the person that we
are listening! One of the greatest human needs is to be. understood. Our efforts in
listening need to be directed at understanding the other person. When we listen with
our eyes, heart and mind, we not only listen to what is said, but more importantly what is
not said. We pay attention to all the non-verbal cues, absorbing and responding to them.




We listen to the feelings experienced by the person, which are not necessarily expressed
verbally. For example, when a woman walks in crumpled clothes, talks in a.low voice,
sits with her shoulders drooping and downcast eyes but responds with “I am okay” to
your question of “How are you today?”, vour voice and words need to communicate that
she doesn’t seem so fine rather than moving on with a predefined agenda. She will
instantly open up and you have opened an emotional bank account in Covey’s words.
Listening is both an art and skill that needs to be cultivated. Only then can we truly be
effective communicators.

Activity 5
1. Inthe next 10 days, observe yourself as an empathic listener.

........................................................................................................................

2. Eachday choose at least one interaction meaningful to you and rate yourself
on how well you have listened to both the said and the unsaid.

3. Identify and list factors that prevent you from listening effectively.

.......................................................................................................................

8.7 IMPORTANCE OF FEEDBACK

Giving feedback is an essential aspect of all two way communications. It is through
feedback that we learn to see ourselves as others see us. However, people can become
defensive while receiving feedback in order to preserve their sense of self. Under the
», .guise of giving feedback, the sender can violate the receiver’s sense of self and thus
" prevent the effectiveness of feedback. If there is no trust, caring, acceptance, openness
and a concern for the needs of others, feedback can be completely lost.

Giving and receiving feedback is not an easy task, it is a skilled response. In order that
feedback is effective, we must keep in mind the following principles:

Principles for effective feedback

i)  Feedback is most effective when it is solicited. Only when a person is open to
learning about self can feedback be given. One may nced to build a strong enough
relationship so that feedback is valued.

i) Feedback is never given to make the sender feel better. There are times when
we wish to comment on the other persons’ actions, behaviours, just in order to-get it
‘out of our system’. ‘Such fecdback is never well-received or valued.

iify Feedback needs to be planned. Only while giving compliments can one be
spontaneous and generous. We need to exercise restrain while giving feedback,
particularly if it is negative. It needs to be planned in advance so that both the giver
and the receiver are prcpared for the discussion.
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iv)

v)

vi)

vit)

vii)

ix)

X)

Feedback should be well-timed. Dclayed feedback is ineffective as the person
may deny certain behaviours or forget about a situation following a long lapse of
time. Whenever possible, feedback should be given soon after the event.

Stay in the here and now. While giving feedbac.:. never bring up past issues. Refer
only to the present event, action, behaviour. ‘Theye and then’ type of teedback can
be counter productive.

Focus on the behaviour, not the person. Feedback should always be about a
behaviour and never about a persons’ character or personality. This also implies
that we are able to separate critique from criticism. Focusing on the behaviour
helps the receiver to be clear about what needs changing and s/he has the freedom
of choice to change certain behaviours. When we focus on the person, we often
interpret the motive behind the behaviour which may be completely fallacious.

Feedbuck needs to be specific and not general. This follows from the above
principle that the person knows what exactly needs to be changed. General feedback
even when positive is vague. For example, ‘Good job’ does not indigate to the
person what needs consolidation, or what was ‘good’ about the job, ‘

Feedback can be both positive and negative. Many of us think of only negative
things to say during feedback. It is as important to let people know what they are
doing well. However, one needs to remember not to give positive and negative

fcedback at the same time. This can confuse the person as the person does not -

know if one is being appreciative or critical, Never give feedback that talks of the
positive with a “but’ as a punctuation mark.

Feedback needs to be direct. Expression of feelings and thoughts as directly as
possible adds value to the feedback. It not only reflects our feelings but also tells the
person about his/her behaviour. E.g. rather than saying ‘You are always late for
meectings’ telling the person ‘I feel upset when you come late for meetings’ might be

“more helpful and less accusatory.

There is no feedback on feedback. The receiver needs to be open about receiving
feedback. Clarifications, arguments, explanations of the ‘Why” make the receiver
seem defensive. Remember, feedback is the sender’s perception of your behaviour.
The choice to work on that feedback remains with the receiver and is based on the
trust between the two as well as the value attached to feedback.

8.8 BARRIERS TO EFFECTIVE

COMMUNICATION

Described below are some common barriers to effective communication which we must
avoid:

Sccond guessing the sender: We do this when we are impatient with the speaker
and are in a hurry to finish the sentence for the speaker. It takes away from the

speaker the opportunity to complete what was being said. At times, we could be

completely off the mark while finishing off the unspoken part and create antagonism
in the speaker. We have thus defeated out first principle of seeking first to
understand. ‘

Stereotyping: We often form stereotypes about those whom we know the least!
Once our mental sets are Ciealed, all our transactions are affected by these sets,
preventing us from effective listening.




e Halo effect: This is another form of stereotyping. Based on a single characteristic
we make up our mind usually positively about the other person. We may like
someone’s mannerisms or passion while speaking and get so impressed that are
unable to see any negatives in this person.

e Not listening as a status or gender issue: Studies have shown that men listen
much less than women do. Similarly those in positions listen less to those who are
lower in hierarchy. How well do we listen to our children, or our subordinates? If a
woman employee is speaking, are men colleagues as attentive as they would be
when a male colleague speaks up?

In addition there are others which we are familiar with. These are:
e Daydreaming

e Private planning or detouring

®  Fatigue and exhaustion

®  Typical mannerisms like saying ‘you know’, ‘well’, or making gesticulations while
talking -

We need to be attentive to barriers to effective communication. These can be hoth in the
sender and the receiver. One can overcome these through seeking feedback on one’s
style of communication. '

8.9 SUMMARY

This unit discusses the definition, models and principles of communication. Dynamics and
complexities of verbal and nonverbal messages are highlighted. The unit stresses on the
importance of nonverbal communication in the overall transactions. Each communication
transaction is seen to be building on the previous one. Thus the influence of our experiences,
beliefs, attitudes on our style of communication is very strong. Empathic listening is a skill
that one can develop but in order to do so, one needs to suspend one’s judgment and
prejudices. Communication is effective and complete only when we give and receive
feedback. The unit elaborates on the principles of giving and receiving feedback. It is
important for the reader to study the process of communication as a whole and not
fragment it in different components.

8.10 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

[.  What do you understand by communication? In today’s world of information
technology, what do you see as the scope for human communication?

2. Discuss the transactional model of communication, keeping in mind the importance
of time in relationships.

3.  Whatare the characteristics of effective verbal communication? How do we overload
or underload and in what contexts?

4. How would you assess yourself as a listener? What are some barriers you experience
in empathic listening?

How do you give or receive feedback? Which of the two is easier? Why? Identify
some factors in yourself that facilitate or hinder giving and receiving feedback?
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