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Levels of Communication

If family communication is good, parents can pick up the signs of stress in children and talk about it before it results in some crisis. If family communication is bad, not only will parents be insensitive to potential crises, but the poor communication will contribute to problems in the family. – Donald C. Medeiros, Barbara J. Porter, school counselor, teacher; and I. David Welch, “Children Under Stress”

The following are the universally fundamental laws of literary communication:
1. One must have something to communicate;
2. One must have someone to whom to communicate it; and,
3. One must really communicate it, not merely express it for oneself alone. Otherwise it would be more to the point to remain silent. – Friedrich Von Schlegel.

Suppose you meet a casual acquaintance on the street and as you pass by her you casually say, as you always do, “Hi, how are you?” Of course you attempt to keep on walking. But she actually stops you and begins to tell you all about her aches, pains, and family problems. You’ve just encountered the convergence of multiple levels of communication, and it’s disconcerting, to say the least.

We all communicate at a variety of levels. These levels go from very superficial to deeply intimate. Generally speaking, men tend to have a desire for more independence, whereas women want more social interaction. Hence women gravitate towards intimate conversations quicker than men.

We are going to consider five levels of communication as identified by Gary Smalley in "Secrets of Lasting Love," and separately by Northern Virginia Communication College. These five levels of communication are:

Clichés – Typical, routine, oft repeated comments, questions and answers given out of habit and with no real forethought or genuine intent. Used to establish rapport, to break the ice, and/or to end a conversation. We exchange pleasantries by using clichés. Examples: Hello. How are you? I’m fine. How are you?

Facts – Information/statistics about the weather, the office, friends, the news, personal activities. Requires no in-depth thinking or feeling. Factual communication is relatively safe and most of us can do this well. Examples: I work at the department store downtown. Did you watch the basketball game last night?

Opinions (sometimes called evaluative communication) – Includes concerns, expectations, and personal goals, dreams and desires. This is typically the level at which we run into the “wall of conflict.” Many of us don’t function effectively at this level. We should strive to avoid cautionary language, sarcasm, and nonverbal put-downs (e.g., rolling your eyes in response to another’s comments). Examples: I’m not convinced that your argument is well supported. I agree with you!

Feelings (sometimes called gut-level communication) – Involves sharing our emotions and feelings with another. We are sharing our very essence when we allow others to know our heart. This is risky business! We often have (unwritten) rules about when and how feelings can be expressed. E.g. “That was the wrong time and place for arguing with your spouse." Example: I’m so frustrated with you! I’m wish that I hadn’t called you that name. I hope that you’ll forgive me.

Needs (sometimes called peak communication) – The deepest level of communication and intimacy where you feel completely safe to reveal your unique needs with each other. Coming together with another in an extraordinary way. Peak communication is rare, even among close friends and family members. Examples: I love you. I love you too. I’m glad that we were able to fight long enough to get this resolved. Yes, I feel exactly the same way, glad that we communicated collaboratively.

Most of us tend to stay at the first three levels of communication, exercising caution as we approach the Opinion level. However, any successful marriage, and any close relationship, works through the Opinion level and gets down to addressing Feelings and Needs. Next week we will discuss how to break through the “sound” barrier at the Opinion level. That’s when real relationship begins to occur.
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