Language (Continued)

Today, we’ll finish our discussion of barriers to effective communication that result from nature of language.  

*Equivocal language often causes miscommunication to occur.

Equivocal language involves words or expressions that either have:

(A) More than one dictionary definition, or… 

     (B) Mean one thing to one communicator & something completely  

           different to other communicator. 

We’ve already discussed problems that can be caused by words that have more than one dictionary definition…When we went over many meanings of word “bent.”

Usually though… fact that word has several definitions not problem because usually the word is surrounded by other words that make it obvious what word means.

Ex. Take word “ship…s-h-i-p.”

      Now if you were born after 1970, a ship is that thing floats on ocean.

      If you were born before 1970, ship could be thing on ocean…

      Or could be a verb, synonymous with “leaving” or “going away…”

      …As in “Shape up, or ship out.”

But if I said to you, “When the long shore men went on strike, cargo ships were not allowed into Long Beach Harbor…” 

…It would be obvious which “ship” I was talking about

*So Equivocal Words are usually not very troublesome…

But equivocal expressions…Or expressions that mean one thing to one person and something completely different to another person… 
…Are more likely to cause communication problems.

Text gives interesting example of this when it mentions expressions that women use when they don’t want a physical interaction to go any further.
According to study in book, when women mean “NO,” they say things like:

“I’m confused about this…”

Or “I’m not sure we’re ready for this yet…”

Or “Are you sure you want to do this…”

Or even “That tickles…”

Interesting part of study was that men who were exposed to these messages 

said that if they were in situation where women said: 
“I’m confused,” or “that tickles…” 
They would not automatically take such expression as meaning “STOP” or “NO.”

On other hand, women who read or heard the expressions viewed them as equivalent to saying “NO.”

So, remember that indirect or equivocal statements can often be ambiguous…
Never assume other person knows what you mean in important situation!

And when in doubt, use the most direct statement possible.

Relative words can also get you into trouble.

*Relative words gain their meaning by comparison.

We know something is warm, for instance, because it isn’t cool.

We know something is expensive by comparing it to something cheap.

We know someone’s attractive by comparing him/her to someone who isn’t.

The problem, as you already know, is that there is no set standard for “warmth,” “expensiveness,” or “attractiveness.”  

Ex. You might be visiting friend in Chicago and ask:

       “Is it warm or cold this time of year…”

        Friend says… “You know, its been pretty warm, actually”

        But “warm” to your friend in Chicago means anything above 50 

        degrees!

Or take “Attractiveness.”

Guys, have you ever had a friend tell you, “Dude, I met this hot chick…”

…And when you meet her…
*Bottom line is, when it matters, don’t use relative language!

Ex. If you’re giving someone directions to your house…don’t say… 

“Turn left at second major street,” say “Turn left at Chapman or Nutwood.”

 And, of course, when someone gives you relative information about something important, make sure they clarify exactly what they mean.

Also, be careful about using slang words…

…Particularly in professional situations or in situations where other person isn’t familiar with your particular slang words.  

“Slang” is language used by the members of a particular subculture or group.
When we think of slang, we usually think of particular groups people like teenagers or gangs, but slang is often regional as well.

In other words, each area of the country has its own expressions and sayings that are unique to that part of the United States.

There are two problems with slang: 

First, it can make you look childish in professional situations:

So if you grew up at beach, leave the “Dude,” “Bro,” in back of your monster truck…  

If you grew up inland…leave the What up playa,” or “I’m chillin” in the back of your lowered Honda. 

Second problem w/slang is it can exclude people.  

*So if you’re in situation where you’re doing your best to make somebody new feel welcome… 
…If you and your friends use slang expressions… you might alienate person you’re trying to befriend.  

Jargon, is specialized or technical language of a particular group.

Doctors have their own jargon… 
Lawyers have their own jargon… 
Engineers have their own jargon… 
Computer geeks have their own jargon… 
Jocks have their own jargon…And so on.

Jargon can be good or bad when it comes to communication.

Jargon can be good if makes you look like expert.

Ex. Research has shown that if a receiver views the jargon used by sender

As a “communication relevant distraction…” 
…jargon can make sender more persuasive.

Ex. If you take you’re car to mechanic… 
…he starts spewing mechanical jargon at you…
…you don’t know what the hell he’s saying…
…but if he seems sincere and “looks honest,” 
…you might be impressed by the jargon, even if you couldn’t understand it.

So because jargon can make you look like an expert…Sometimes using it is a good idea.

However, be careful: 

If receiver thinks you’re using Jargon to appear smarter than them or to avoid being honest with them, using jargon can decrease persuasivness.

Obviously, in friendships and other interpersonal relationships…

…Using jargon can make you seem like an arrogant bastard.

So avoid jargon usage in intimate relationships.
And finally, we must be careful to avoid using overly abstract language.

Obviously, any person, place, thing or idea can be described with varying specificity.  

If someone asks you “Are you in school?” you can resond:

“I’m in college…” 

“I go to a state school…”

“I go to Cal State Fullerton…”

“I study social psychology at Cal State Fullerton…”

And so on.

Abstract description can be useful because it is often easier and faster to talk about things in general terms than specific terms.

For example, if every time someone asked you “How are you?”

…& You responded w/ detailed analysis of your personal, professional & scholastic situation…

…Nobody would ever ask “how you were” again. 

Or, if somebody asked you what you were studying in your “human communication” class, it would be much easier to respond:

“We focus mostly on how to improve our communication skills in face to face interactions…” 

…than to start describing: 
Perceptions…

Symbolicity… 
Self-monitoring… 
Cognitive complexity…

& Impression management. 

*Another reason why abstract language is useful is because it often allows us to avoid confrontation.

Ex. If friend recommends particular movie to you, then after you watch it asks “Hey how was the movie…”

…Responding “I’ve never seen anything like it…” 

…Would be honest…But also more tactful than saying:

“The plot was full of holes, the writing was terrible, and the actors couldn’t act.”

One problem with abstract language is that it can create or perpetuate stereotypes:

A stereotype is “A mental picture about someone or something that influences our attitudes and actions toward that person or thing.” 
Stereotypes are mental shortcuts; they allow us to broadly categorize phenomena so we can react to it without thinking.

For example, holding the stereotype “old people are forgetful” would

influence how the stereotype holder acted toward elderly individuals.

Someone who held the stereotype “old people are forgetful” would be likely to needlessly remind an older person to remember to… 
“Take your medicine…”  
“Wash your hands…”  
“Finish your vegetables…”

Again, the main reason people develop stereotypes is because they are mentally lazy, and like to operate without thinking.

Holding the stereotype “Old people are forgetful” would let you explain an elderly person’s behavior without thinking about it.

Did grandma not call?  
“Well she probably forgot.”
Did grandpa burn the dinner?  
“Well, he probably forgot he was cooking.”
In reality though, maybe grandma didn’t call because she’s tired of hearing you nag her about remembering not to forget everything.

Maybe grandpa burned dinner because he was trading stocks on line!

And unfortunately…Research shows that once we have developed a stereotype… We hold onto it even when it’s proven untrue!

One way we do this is by rationalizing people or events that disprove our stereotypes as “exceptions to the rule.”

For example if you stereotype athletes as “Not being intelligent…” 
If you meet smart athlete, you’re more likely to call person “exception to the rule” than to alter your stereotype.

So stereotypes are dangerous because… 
(1) They often are inaccurate… 
(2) Once we’ve developed them, they’re difficult for us to let go of.

Important to remember that language helps create social reality for ourselves and others.

Therefore, it is important to monitor how often you use abstract language to generalize about things or people… 
…because you might start believing your own flawed generalizations.

And of course, what you say has an influence over what others believe.

Remember that if your younger brother or sister hears you make a stereotypical comment, he or she is likely to accept comment as truth.

Bottom line is: Be careful that your vague descriptions of events or people are not creating or perpetuating inaccurate stereotypes.

**The most significant and detrimental effect of overly abstract language however, is its tendency to confuse or mislead others.  

For example, I’m sure almost everyone here involved in organized sports at some point in your life.

Try to remember coaches you thought were fair…coaches you thought jerks.

Probably, coaches you remember as unfair criticized you in abstract terms:

-“You need to play better…” 


-“Think!!”


-“You’ve got to want it!”

The coaches you remember as fair were probably more specific with their comments:


-Instead of “You need to play better…”

           Said something specific like “Catch the football w/ hands, not body.”                   

-Instead of “Think!!”


 Said something specific like “When we don’t have numbers on the 

           break, pull it out and run the offense.”

-Instead of “You’ve got to want it!”

           Said something specific like “Get on the ground for a loose ball!”

You are in college because you expect to lead, not follow, and best leaders offer specific advice…specific criticism.

But using specific language is useful in other aspects of life as well.

For instance, text cites study that found couples in healthy relationships have just as many fights as couples in unhealthy relationships…

But healthy couples use specific, “behavioral language” when expressing complaints to each other… 

Unhealthy couples use “emotive” language when expressing dislike for other person’s actions.

For example, instead of saying “You’re always so controlling…”

Say “It bothers me when you open mail addressed to me.”

Or instead of saying “You can be so manipulative…”

Try, “I don’t think you’re behaving fairly when you prevent me from leaving your house by hiding my car keys.”

And finally… 
Psychologists have discovered that defining your own problems or goals in specific language is very helpful step in solving those problems & accomplishing those goals.

. **********************************************************

Which brings us to HOMEWORK for next time: 

-First, complete p. 63-64 in workbook.  

-Second, do the “Skill Builder” exercise on p. 90 in text.  Type it!  

  Be ready to discuss either A, B, or C with class…So make sure one   

  example doesn’t contain embarrassing material.  Due Monday.

***********************************************************

Now, let’s talk about gender and language. 

A number of studies have been conducted since 1940s to record and analyze communication patterns of men & women.

Original studies showed that differences between men and women’s communication styles & patterns far outweighed similarities.

More modern studies have shown that even today… 

…30 years or so after feminist perspective became the norm in United States…men and women still communicate differently.

Obviously, women and men are both human beings, so they do talk about a lot of same stuff.

Both genders talk about work, movies, television, and dating with members of both sexes.

Both men and women are more likely to discuss sex & sexuality w/ member of same sex.  

However, research has consistently found that for most part, men and women talk about different things. 

The major topics of female conversation appear to be: 

-Personal problems

-Domestic or household problems

-Relationship problems

-Family problems

-Health problems

-Reproductive topics

-Issues related to food & weight

-Clothing

The major topics of male conversation appear to be:

-Sports

-Business

-Music 

-Current events

Women tend to gossip about close friends & family.

Men tend to gossip about sports figures and media personalities.

Now obviously, men sometimes discuss clothing, family or health problems…

Obviously women sometimes discuss sports and business…

But on average, men and women are significantly more likely to talk about certain types of subjects.

These communication differences become problem when men and women don’t respect each other’s preferred topics of conversation.

Unfortunately, researchers have found that men consider women’s preferred conversation topics to be trivial…

And women consider men’s preferred conversation topics trivial…
We could argue all day about whether… 
Sports are more important than relationships… 
Current events more important than food… 
Or business more important than latest fashion trends.

Important thing to remember is that it doesn’t matter If you think what other person is talking about is important…

…It only matters that they think it’s important. 

Maybe most important lesson to learn about relationships is that

YOU’RE NEVER GOING TO CHANGE OTHER PERSON!

This especially true for gender issues regarding communication.

On side note, ever heard saying:

“Men get married hoping their wives don’t change…but they do.

“Women get married hoping their husbands change…and they don’t”

Point is that whether year’s 1940 or 2004, men are men, and women are women.

So…what should we do?

Remember, one of most important things a communicator can do is support other person’s self-concept.

So women, when your brother, dad or boyfriend wants tell you all about…

…Their golf lesson…

…Or the details of meeting they had at work

…Or why Kobe Bryant won’t ever be ½ basketball player Michael Jordan was…

JUST LISTEN TO HIM!

And men, when your girlfriend, sister, or mother wants to tell you about…

…Kelly’s new haircut…

…Aunt Martha’s kidney operation…

…Or the conversation she had w/ her mother…

JUST LISTEN TO HER!

Don’t trivialize or judge other sex for what they find important or interesting.

And don’t think what you want to talk about is more important.

What’s important is maintaining and improving our relationships…

…And its easy to do.

When you’re listening to member of opposite sex speak…

…Just smile, nod, and pretend like you’re interested.

You’ll be amazed at how happy and grateful other person will be.

No, just kidding, of course we should try to genuinely listen to other person…

And We’ll talk more about listening skills next week…

…But for now…

…Just know that studies have shown that even when people know  

person they’re communicating with isn’t really interested & just being polite…

…They still view the communication favorably.  

In addition talking about different subjects when communicating…

…Men and women accomplish their communication goals differently.

Obviously, both men & women use communication to accomplish practical goals and social goals.

However, men tend to think of communication as mostly practical…

Women tend to view communication as mostly relational.

And their communication styles reflect those differences.

Ex. Men vary rarely call other men “just to talk.”

On other hand…not unusual for women to call each other “just to talk” 

as often as once a week.

Ex. Men report that finding out or relaying information is most frequent 

      goal of their communications.

      Women however, report that receiving empathy from friends is more 

      important than finding out or relaying information.

Ex. Men report that they relieve tension or conflict in communications 

       indirectly…using humor or good-natured teasing strategies.

       Women are more likely to directly confront or address a conflict than 

        joke about it or use defensive strategy like sarcasm to relieve tension.

To increase communication satisfaction in opposite sex relationships try to:

(1) Be mindful of each sex’s communication tendencies.  

(2) Try to adjust your communication style to opposite sex’s whenever possible.

For example, if you’re female…discussing serious or controversial issue w/ boyfriend…
…Don’t interpret his use of humor as him not taking conversation seriously…
…Remember that men frequently use humor to relieve tension.

Or if you’re male…
…Try to avoid humor as strategy to relieve tension in serious conversations w/ members opposite sex…
…Instead try to approach issue directly by talking about your feelings.

*Because women’s communication goals are often social…they tend to:

(A) Use statements of support or similarity such as:

 “Me too” “I know exactly what you mean” or “The same thing happened  

   to me.”

(B) Make efforts to keep conversation going:

      “What happened next” or “How did you feel about that”

(C) Use less definite statements when stating opinions:

       For instance, might say “This is just my opinion” 

       instead of more direct “Here’s what I think.”

Because men’s communication goals are often more practical than social, men tend to:

(A) Be more reluctant than women to express fear, insecurity, or emotion.

       -Men worry that expressing vulnerability will be 

        interpreted by others as sign of weakness.

(B) Offer advice rather than empathy when other communicator expresses a 

problem, concern or difficulty. 

        -This is number one problem women have w/ men regarding 

         communication in romantic or friendly relationships.

         Because men figure: “If you didn’t want my advice…why’d you bring 

         it up?”

         But women, many times, just want somebody to listen.

         Guys, I swear, this used to be my number one problem w/ girls.

         I’m very practical person… like to think I’m pretty bright guy,

         … I love giving advice.

          But girls usually didn’t want it!

Anyway…before I learned that girls wanted me to listen more than 

          they wanted my advice…I could never get a second date.

           Now that I’m “communication expert,” girls usually don’t dump me 

           until third of fourth date!

(C) Men also more likely than women view conversation as opportunity 

       exert control, preserve independence, and enhance status. 

-This explains why men frequently interrupt others during 

          conversation.

-Men in the 18-22 age group more insecure than older men…
...mostly because they haven’t established themselves financially…
And as result… more likely to interrupt others because overly    

concerned  w/  asserting control or enhancing status.

        -So guys…a lot of times you wonder why women date older men…one 

         reason is they tend to listen better.

(D) Men also report they enjoy conversation when it’s fast paced!

      -So ladies that’s important lesson for you to learn: At work, w/boyfriend,

       w/ brother or father, speak quickly and confidently…you’ll be more  

       likely to keep interest of male you’re speaking with.

Given the extreme differences between men and women’s communication styles…one might wonder… 
‘‘It’s amazing men & women ever get along!” 

-One reason why men and women do communicate smoothly is…

because women often:

(1) Indulge men and express interest in topics men bring up even if women aren’t interested…

(2) Put up w/men talking about themselves in conversation…

     …And men are far more likely to talk about themselves in opposite sex 

     conversations than women are.

This doesn’t mean women 
(A) like conversing about topics men bring up or 
(B) enjoy when men talk about themselves…they just put up w/it.

So guys, several important lessons to be learned here:

(1) Give women chance to bring up conversational topics…

Ask them questions and give them time to answer…which means: don’t interrupt.

And, when they bring up topic…don’t just ask one question then anxiously start spouting your opinions…ask them several question!

      And if you really want to score points…discuss their topic w/them…

      Ask them questions…and then DON’T offer your opinion!

      You’ll be tempted to…after all, you’ve just let her speak for 5 whole  

      minutes w/out interrupting…but don’t.

      Then…let her bring up the next topic.

And on this one…you might want to offer thought or two so she doesn’t think you’re not interested or listening…

      But you get the point: Let her choose topic of conversation…and don’t 

      force your opinion down her throat on every topic two of you discuss.

      (2) Second lesson of course, is talk about yourself less.
           You ever heard saying: The toughest guy on block doesn’t have to act 

tough?


Same principle applies here.


See, problem, is that guys assume women aren’t very perceptive.


Men worry that if they don’t sell themselves to women…women 

          won’t notice all great things about them.

          But that’s not true.  Women will notice…everything.

You don’t have to tell them you’re athletic…they can tell by looking at you.

You don’t have to tell them about that you’ve gone out w/ a ton of girls…
           You don’t have to point out how cool your outfit is…
Get the point?  Besides not giving unwanted advice…this is best way   

to get a girl to put up w/ you.

 Irony is…often times guys who talk about themselves also view themselves as extremely self-confident…

If you ask “Talks about himself guy” if he’s self confident…

He’ll say “Hell yeah I’m confident…”

But in reality, he’s extremely insecure.  
            That’s why he feels need to talk about himself all time...

            …Because he’s insecure; he’s worried if he doesn’t talk about  

            himself, nobody will see all cool things about him.


  Again…if you’re toughest guy on block…don’t have to tell everyone 

            your toughest guy on block…they already know.

And finally, before we move on to language and culture…

You may have noticed that every statement regarding communication phenomenon in text or that I say has some qualification attached to it.

I always say “we tend to do this…” 

Or ‘A’ is more likely than ‘B’ to occur…

Or “research suggests” that this will happen…

Social Sciences like psychology, sociology or human communication are not as exact as Hard Sciences like chemistry, physics, or biology.

This is because there are an infinite number of factors influencing human behavior:
Each of us has different biological characteristics…

Different economic backgrounds…

Different family histories…

Different educational backgrounds…

Different past experiences…

The list could go on and on.

So when we talk about differences between men and women…

We’re talking about general tendencies, not behavioral laws.

Many factors other than gender play role in how men and women communicate: All factors I listed above, plus things like…

“Social Philosophy,” “Political Orientation,” “Religious belief,” “Amount of Education,” “Income,” “Cultural background,” etc.

And like text says, generalizations we’ve talked about apply only to Individualistic countries like United States & Canada.

But we live in United States…so information talked about should be useful.

