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Transactional Communication Model 
 

 
Image © Craig Engstrom (2016) 
 
 
Key points: 

• Communicative goal is shared interpretation of concepts (shared meaning) 

• Communication is performance (presentation of personal and organizational identity) 

• Communication creates shared context: How we talk (e.g., tone of language) and what 
we say (e.g., positive/inviting or negative/disconfirming) creates our social relationships  

• It’s not just what we say and how we say it, it’s also what listener walks away 
understanding 
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Interpersonal Communication 
Communication oriented to generate shared meaning and accomplish social goals. 
Interpersonal communication involves face-to-face interaction, with people you know and are 
important to you, in conversations that are complicated and difficult, shaped by context, 
oriented toward shaping and sharing social reality (often referred to as advocacy), and goal 
directed. Conflict is the norm rather than the exception. 
 

Skills for Improved Interpersonal Communication (Communicative Competence) 
Common categories for communicative competence assessment include: adaptability, 
conversational involvement, conversational management, empathy, effectiveness, and 
appropriateness (Phillips, 1984). These can be practically achieved by the following: 
 

Self-Awareness 

• Emotional self-awareness 

• Accurate self-assessment 

• Self-confidence 
 

Self-Management 

• Self-control 

• Trustworthiness 

• Conscientiousness 

• Adaptability 

• Achievement oriented 

• Initiative 
 

Social Awareness 

• Empathy 

• Organizational awareness 

• Service oriented 
 

Social Skills 

• Developing others 

• Leadership 

• Influence 

• Communication (written, oral presentation) 

• Change-catalyst 

• Conflict management 

• Building bonds 

• Teamwork and collaboration 
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How to Collaborate: Two Effective Strategies 
 
Effective collaboration is an outcome of good facilitation, which can partly be achieved through 
communicative competence. One criterion of communicative competence is active listening. 
Two practices of active listening are affirmation and tone. 
 

 
 
 

Key Concepts 
• Collaboration: A style of communication that is defined as having a high degree of 

concern for self (own goals) and a high degree of concern for others’ goals (Rahim, 
2011). The outcome is often creativity. Analogy: In competition, the winner takes the 
entire pie, in compromise the parties split the pie, in collaboration communicators 
explore ways to make the pie bigger. 

• Facilitation: Etymologically means to make something easier to do. As a partner in a 
communicative exchange, especially when the goal is collaboration, the goal is to make 
the conversation easier to engage in and oriented towards improving overall quality of 
(organizational life). 

• Active listening: Can also be referred to as ethical listening. It is the conscious and 
purposeful recognition, selection, and processing of important and relevant verbal, 
nonverbal, and emotional cues associated with a message (Wolvin & Coakley, 1996). 

 
 

Interpersonal Communication Goal: Facilitation

Communicative Competence

Active Listening

Yes, and… 
(affirmation)/ Positive 

metaphors (tone)
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Strategy #1: Affirmation (Yes, And…) 
 

Resources:  
Getting to ‘Yes And’: The Art of Business Improve (Kulhan, 2017): amzn.to/2vAGHBm 
The Coaching Habit: Say Less, Ask More, Change the Way You Lead Forever: amzn.to/2ggVZsX  
Humble Inquiry: The Gentle Art of Asking Instead of Telling: amzn.to/2wgcHwr  
 

Key points 

• Train yourself to be improvisational. Improvisation is the creation of something out of 
everything one knows, has experienced, and has expertise in. 

• Improvisation helps us create new frames for the conversation. “Yes, and…” invites 
people to engage more with us, not less.  

• When we say “yes” it represents unconditional acceptance of the offer to communicate, 
not thoughtless acceptance of an action. 

• Ask more questions. We must be better at asking and do less telling in a culture that 
overvalues telling. 

• Seek to understand, then to be understood. 

• The missing ingredient in most conversations are curiosity and willingness to ask 
questions to which we do not already know the answer. 

• According to Schein, we should do three things: (1) do less telling; (2) learn to ask 
questions with humility; (3) do a better job of listening and acknowledging.  

• Telling puts the other person down. Asking temporarily empowers the other person in 
the conversation and temporarily makes us vulnerable. 

 

 
 

http://amzn.to/2vAGHBm
http://amzn.to/2ggVZsX
http://amzn.to/2wgcHwr
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Strategy #2: Positive Tone1 (Reframe Metaphors)  
 

Resources:  
Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (Fisher & Ury, 2011): amzn.to/2izElkI  
Interpersonal Conflict (Hocker & Wilmot, 2014): amzn.to/2w935Fc  
 

Key points 

• Key to effective negotiation/collaboration: Separate people from the problem; focus on 
interests, not positions; invent options for mutual gain; insist on using objective criteria. 

• Avoid negative metaphors, seek to frame conversation with positive metaphors. 

• Metaphors “create a kind of compact, vivid description of a complicated process. 
Metaphors provide imaginative descriptions of emotional experiences. The distill the 
assumptions about the way we think” (Hocker & Wilmot, p. 48). (See next page.) 

• Often conversation start collaborative, but turn negative after trigger words or phrases 
are used: “What’s wrong with you?” or “I’m sorry if…” or “Why are you getting so 
upset?” or “You always do that?” or “I don’t mind” (or “whatever” or “you choose”) or 
“You never…” (These are antithetical to Yes, And…) 

• If someone triggers you, try to be affirmative (Yes, And…) and remain committed to 
positive language as you explore interests. 

 
 

  

                                                            
1 Another way to think of tone is atmosphere or context. 

http://amzn.to/2izElkI
http://amzn.to/2w935Fc
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Types of Metaphors 
 

Negative  

• War (violent, or explosive): “Your actions are indefensible”; “He attacked me where I 
was vulnerable”; “That criticism is right on target”; “This client is killing me”; “Wow, 
that information was a total bomb shell”; “Larry’s got a short fuse”: “I just needed to 
let off some steam”; “Stop pushing my buttons”; “We’re working in a pressure 
cooker.” 

• Bullying: ripped, broken, hunted, beaten, piece of property, slaves, cages animals (“All 
cooped up.”)  

• Trial: “He’s got the best case”; “present your best argument”; “the jury’s still out on 
that one”; “who’s the guilty party”; “don’t you dare accuse me”; “don’t be so 
judgmental.” 

• Animalistic: “Butt heads”; “slinking around”; “stubborn as a mule”; “this place is a 
‘zoo’”; “feeding frenzy”; “rat race.” 

• Mess: “can of worms”; “tie up loose ends”; “air our dirty laundry”; “tie up loose 
ends”; “something stinks around here”; “what a pile of crap.” 

 

Neutral 

• Game: “Just playing the game”; “bat around ideas”; “toss ideas back and forth”; “hit 
the ball [idea] out of the park”; “hit a homerun”; “strike out”; “your ball, or court”; 
“home field advantage”; “next move [chess]”; “out-of-bounds.” 

• Others: balancing act (delicate issue); bargaining table (come to the table; reveal 
cards); tide (ebb and flow; colloquially = comes and goes).   

 

Positive 

• Dance: “learn to dance to the same beat”; “dancing around”; “doing a do-si-do”; “find 
our pulse”; “hit the dance floor.” 

• Garden: “cultivate ideas”; “percolating”; “fertilize”; “fertile ground”; “shed some 
light”; “share fruitful ideas”; “till the soil”; “give some room for our ideas to flourish.”  

• Quilt making: “piece together a solution”; “weave together different ideas”; “stitch 
together people with various ideas”; “fabricate something new” 

• Musical: “let’s improvise”; “that’s music to my ears”; “find a new melody”; “get on 
rhythm”; “listen for the beat” 
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Activities 
 

In a group of 3–4, complete the table on this page by discussing why the interaction is certainly not collaborative. Try to draw on 
concepts from the introductory presentation and this reading packet. Then, invent strategies for making the conversation more 
collaborative/facilitative (see page  

Scenario Interaction 
Why is interaction not 
collaborative?**  

1: Ernie and 
Stacy from 
Couples 
Arguing. Stacey 
remarried Ernie 
and brought her 
children into 
relationships. 

Stacy: I mean I just feel like everything you do is a sham. That there is ah… that 
when we try to build bridges and we try to get things to work, so that you're 
happy and so that I'm happy and so that we're, something is … 
 
Ernie: What bridges has he [Stacy’s son] built? 
 
Stacy: He's built some damn good ones with me… he tries, sits here and tries to 
build one with you and you cut him down. 
 
Ernie: That wasn't bridge building, that was a stupid goddamn question [he asked 
when I came home]. 
 
Stacy:  I see it, I don’t see it that way. Get going. 
…. 
Stacy: I am sick and tired of having the first thing out of your mouth when you 
come downstairs is a nag. I want you [Ernie] and Robert to go and settle that some 
other way so that I don’t have to hear you come downstairs and nag. 
….. 
Stacy: And I think you're so cut off from your own experience as a kid that you 
don’t have any idea what's… what it's like to be a kid. And you tend to 
be judgmental at first and very cold and… and harsh. Um… I feel it in that way. 
 

**For example, are there trigger words, 
negative metaphors, poor 
communicative competence 
(facilitation)? Be specific. 
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Scenario Interaction 
Why is interaction not 
collaborative?**  

2: George 
(boss) and 
Caitlin 
(employee). 
Adopted from 
“Caitlin’s 
Challenge” 
Harvard 
Program on 
Negotiation 

Caitlin: Good morning, George. Are you ready for our meeting? 

George: What's that? 

Caitlin: We have an appointment for 9:30. 

George: Was that today? 

Caitlin: Um-hmm. 

George. (puts down phone) Right. Have a seat. 
Caitlin: George, have you had a chance to read the summary I sent you about the 

work I've been doing with CAS? 

George: No, but I'm sure it was fine. You're terrific. 

Caitlin: Thank you. What I wanted to say, George, is that I think it's time I was 

recognized for my work here. 

George: You are recognized. You bring a lot to this company. Clients love you. 

Your people talk about what a terrific director you are. I'm very pleased. Keep it 

up! 

Caitlin: Thank you. That's not the kind of recognition I mean. 

George: What are you asking for? 

Caitlin: Two things. I want to be considered for Marty’s job. I know I'm ready for 

it. And I want the bonus for the work I've been doing filling in for Marty for the 

past 3 months. 

George: Hmm. It's a highly unorthodox request. It would set an unhealthy 

precedent. I would have everybody in my office clamoring for a bonus. 
Caitlin: I hear your objection George. If you were in my position, what would you 

think is a reasonable expectation for bringing in a client of that size? 

George: But still… Well, let me think about it. Now about this VP idea, you are not 

ready for that kind of role. 
Caitlin: I believe I am. 
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For each scenario, invent some strategies to reframe the interaction so that it demonstrates 
interpersonal communication competence or improved facilitation through active listening, 
including affirmative language and positive tone. 
 
Scenario 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scenario 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Additional Activity (time permitting) 
Okay, so now that you’ve got the hang of this, discuss issues relevant to you. Think of a recent 
interaction with a coworker, client, or other stakeholder. What went wrong, and how it could 
have been improved through affirmative and positive communication.  How could the 
interactants been better facilitators of the conversation? Focus on a new initiative, conflicts 
don’t have to be negative. (Use next page for notes.)
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Notes  
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Appendix 
 

Barriers to Effective Listening  
 
Research on listening (Golen, 1990) shows that the top barriers to effective listening include:  

• listening only and primarily for details or facts;  
• distractions caused by external noise (e.g., office equipment);  
• distractions caused by “internal” noise (e.g., daydreaming or thinking of another topic 

due to something the speaker said);  
• disinterest, laziness, or overconfidence;  
• scripting (e.g., trying to outline everything mentally or jumping to conclusions before the 

speaker has finished);  
• cultural factors (e.g., overreacting to slang or misreading nonverbal cues); and  
• refusing to maintain a relaxing and agreeable environment.  
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Key Elements to Active Listening2 

Pay Attention 

• Look at the speaker directly 

• Put aside distracting thoughts 

• Do not mentally prepare a rebuttal 

• Avoid being distracted by environmental factors (e.g., side conversations) 

• “Listen” to the speaker’s body language 

Show That You Are Listening 

• Nod occasionally 

• Smile and use other facial expressions 

• Note your posture and make sure it is open and inviting 

• Encourage the speaker to continue with small verbal comments (e.g., “yes,” “uh huh”) 

Provide Feedback 

• Reflect upon what you hear and paraphrase (e.g., “What I’m hearing is…” and “Sounds 
like you are saying…”) 

• Ask questions to clarify certain points (e.g., “What do you mean when you say…?” “Is 
this what you mean…?”) 

• Summarize the speaker’s comments periodically 

Defer Judgment 

• Set aside your prejudices and your opinions 

• Allow the speaker to finish each point before asking questions 

• Do not interrupt with counter arguments 

• Remind yourself that you are present to learn from the speaker, not the other way 
around 

Respond Appropriately 

• Quickly express appreciation 

• Briefly restate the relevant idea as presented 

• State your idea, interpretation, and reflection 

• Be candid, open, and honest in your response 

• Invite a response 

• Treat the other person in a way that you think he or she would want to be treated 

 
  

                                                            
2 Jones, S. M. (2011). Supportive listening. International Journal of Listening, 25(1/2), 85–103.; Weger, H., Castle, G., 
Paro, S., & Emmett, M. (2007). Active listening in peer interviews: The influence of paraphrasing on perceived 
understanding, conversational satisfaction, and social attractiveness. Conference Papers—National Communication 
Association, p. 1. 
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Additional Activity: Criticism Log Activity 
 

Keep track of all negative interactions or thoughts you have with coworkers, clients, or others in 
the workplace over a few days and jot them down in a notebook or type them up. You 
shouldn’t track the type of relationship or who the other is. Just list the negative interaction or 
thoughts you have about the other because of the interaction. Some examples are “felt put 
down,” “was told no before I even shared my idea,” “thought someone was stupid,” “thought 
someone was incompetent,” “was made to feel incompetent,” “saw someone make a play for 
power.” 
 

1. List all of these interactions or thoughts of critique. Then in groups of three or four, read 
them aloud to others (don’t worry about how you sound; just say them even though they 
may usually be socially unacceptable). 

2. Others should help you group the various thoughts or interactions into “themes.” These 
could be framed in terms of those that are antithetical to good interpersonal interaction, 
communicative competence, or affirmative or positive tone. For example, a theme 
around intelligence may arise: Attorneys may wonder why they feel they aren’t “making 
the winning argument” or “if the bar is too low” (pun intended) or someone is not being 
(or feeling) very bright. 

3. Discuss with the group your main “themes” and strategies for overcoming these negative 
thoughts or interactions through affirmative and positive language (metaphors). In other 
words, how could the interactions and thoughts be reframed? What can be done in the 
workplace to create a positive social environment. 
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