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pyramid with a large base of intrapersonal 
communication where everyone is sending 
messages, building up to a peak of mass com-
munication at which a relatively small number 
of organizations or individuals are transmit-
ting messages (see Figure 1.1).6

Intrapersonal Communication
Communication at its most basic level is 

intrapersonal communication, which is really com-
munication within the self. This is how we 
think and how we assign meaning to all the 
messages and events that surround our lives. It 
ranges from the simple act of smiling in 
response to the smell of a favorite food coming 
from the kitchen to the complex reaction to an 
unexpected proposal of marriage. Feedback, or 
the response from the receiver of the message, 
is constant because we are always reflecting on 
what we have done and how we will react. Intra-
personal communication is the most prevalent 
form of communication and is, therefore, at the 
base of the pyramid. When Charley debates 
with himself as to whether something he is 
posting on Facebook reflects positively on the 
university, he’s engaging in intrapersonal communication.

Interpersonal Communication
The next level on the pyramid is interpersonal communica-

tion, or one-on-one communication: “The intentional or 
accidental transmission of information through verbal or 
nonverbal message systems to another human being.”7 
Interpersonal communication can be a conversation with 
a friend or a hug that tells your mother you love her. Like 
communication with the self, interpersonal communica-
tion is continual when others are around because we con-
stantly send out messages, even if those messages consist 
of nothing more than body language indicating that we 
want to be left alone.

Interpersonal communication provides many opportuni-
ties for feedback. Your friend nods, raises an eyebrow, touches 
you on the arm, or simply answers your question. Not all 
interpersonal communication is done face-to-face, however. 
A telephone conversation, an SMS text message, an e-mail, 
or even a greeting card can be interpersonal communication, 
though at a somewhat greater emotional distance than in a 

face-to-face conversation. When 
Charley sends a personal mes-
sage over Facebook, sends 
an e-mail to an editor 
about a possible story, or 
talks to his roommate 
over breakfast, he’s 
engaging in interper-
sonal communication.

Group 
Communication

Group communication is near 
the top of the pyramid and has 
reached a level of unequal communication in which one 
person is communicating with an audience of two or more 
people. Group communication often has a leader and is 
more public than interpersonal communication. In a small 
group—for example, a family at the dinner table or a coach 
with a basketball team—each individual has an opportunity 
to respond to the leader and is likely to do so. In a large 
group—such as a 350-student lecture section of a university 
class—each individual still has an opportunity to respond 
but is unlikely to do so. Other situations test the boundar-
ies of group communication, such as a Paul McCartney 
concert at a baseball stadium. With the amplifiers and mul-
tiple video screens, there is a high level of communication 
technology but limited possibilities for audience members 
to provide direct feedback to the performers. However, 
there is still interaction between Sir Paul and the audience. 

intrapersonal communication: Communication you have with 
yourself. How you assign meaning to the world around you.

interpersonal communication: Communication, either intentional or 
accidental, between two people. It can be verbal or nonverbal.

group communication: Communication in which one person is 
communicating with an audience of two or more people. The roles of 
communicator and audience can be changing constantly.

Q
ue

stioning the MediaHow 
many different 
ways have you 

engaged in interpersonal 
communication today?  

What techniques have you or  
your friends used to get  

messages (both verbal and 
nonverbal) across to each other? 

Do you prefer one technique 
over others? If so, 

why?

Figure 1.1  Levels of Communication
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