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ABSTRACT: The purpose underlying this paper is to find out what purposes/functions people from
a diverse background assess to be more important and central to human interpersonal communica-
tion. A list of 17 possible purposes and functions of interpersonal communication was derived from
a literature review and used in a survey study. The questionnaire was filled out by 313 participants
(international students being in Sweden) from diverse cultural backgrounds. The findings from this
study suggest that the participants acknowledge very central aspects of human life to be the reason
for communicating. The most agreed upon reasons why we communicate is to share and enhance
enjoyment (share positive emotions) and to create and strengthen social bonds (manage relation-
ships).

KEYWORDS: purpose, interpersonal communication, emotion, cognition, relationships, joint
activity.

INTRODUCTION

It has been suggested in definitions of communication (e.g. Allwood, 2002) and as
part of communication theories (e.g. Mangion, 2011; Krcmar, Ewoldsen & Koerner,
2016) that communication as such has a purpose or a function. When we think
about it, why else would we communicate? On a very abstract level, Allwood (2002)
is assuming that the purpose of communication can be physical, biological, psych-
ological, or social. On a more concrete level the purpose of communication can be
to make a claim or obtain certain information.

It is relatively well studied how we communicate, through what channels we
communicate, how the type of relationship affects communication (that is with
who/whom we communicate), and also what we communicate about. Another fun-
damental question is why we communicate. This is less studied. We can find the
why on several levels. On a wide and fundamental level we communicate to survive
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or we communicate to share information. On a specific level we communicate to
attain a certain goal: “Can you pass me the salt, please?” On an intermediate level
there might be purposes that are recognized in many situations but still rather
concrete. Examples of this can be that we communicate to develop a relationship
or to share our recent experiences.

The purpose underlying this paper is to find out what purposes people from
a diverse background assess to be more important and central to human inter-
personal communication. To be able to do any kind of generalizations about the
results from this study the sample is deliberately diverse. If people from different
cultures agree to some extent the outcome might be more solid. Since there are no
specific assumptions about why we communicate with each other or any specific
hypotheses to be tested the study is guided by the following research question.

RQ: Why, in general terms, do humans engage in interpersonal communica-
tion? What statements, about the purpose of communication, are ranked as the
most likely reasons behind interpersonal communication?

This is done by identifying several potential communication purposes, having
participants fill out a questionnaire to assess the purposes and doing a statistical
analysis of the outcome. The identification process is based on a literature review
presented below. After that the method and results are presented. Finally, a discus-
sion about the result and a conclusion ends the paper. The study is limited to inter-
personal communication but it is most probable that the same purposes are rel-
evant in group communication and other kinds of communication.

LITERATURE REVIEW: PURPOSE AND FUNCTION OF COMMUNICATION

A diverse list of possible purposes are collected from existing communication theo-
ries and models. The list is not exhaustive and the proposals are not mutually ex-
clusive. Some can be said to be a special case of another purpose. Instead of an
exhaustive list the strategy is to test a diverse collection of purposes. An exhaustive
list would be too vast. Instead of mutually exclusive proposals, the different degrees
of specificity are also tested.

As a starting point we can look at the five main functions suggested by Krcmar,
Ewoldsen and Koerner (2016). We communicate to: 1) exchange information,
2) create, develop and maintain interpersonal relationships, 3) influence others,
4) define and give meaning to persons’ experiences, 5) Create a shared social reality
for self and other. It is most probable that there are more functions. They only
cover the perspectives of a few theoretical traditions (see Craig & Muller, 2007).
Thus the list will be enhanced. The last two functions are a bit difficult to express
in layman’s terms. They will not be presented in that way.

Communication theories within the cybernetic tradition and of a similar kind
emphasize the necessity of information. Communication is not possible without
information. Scholars like Shannon and Weaver (1949), Ruesch and Bateson (1951),
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Rogers (2003), and Allwood (2008) all include information in their definitions of
communication or in their communication models. To claim that we share infor-
mation is primarily about what we communicate or how we communicate. Not
necessarily why we communicate. In layman’s terms, on the other hand, we could
say that we lack certain information and to communicate with someone that has
that certain information would be a reasonable purpose (cf. Berger & Calabrese,
1975). From a system perspective the system would break down, eventually, without
information. If we do not want a system breakdown, sharing of information can be
seen as a function or purpose. It is therefore reasonable to assume the following
purpose:

A. The purpose of communication is to share information

Communication theories and models involve relationships of different degrees
(Miller, 2002; Allen et al. 2008; Littlejohn & Foss, 2008; Eadie & Goret, 2013; West
& Turner, 2014; Braithwaite & Schrodt, 2015). To get to know someone or to become
an acquaintance or a friend we have to communicate. It has been suggested that the
more we communicate the better we get to know that other person (Altman & Tay-
lor, 1973; Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Mongeau & Miller Henningsen, 2008; Knapp
& Vangelisti, 2009). There are good reasons to claim that human beings are so-
cially oriented and that we need to communicate with others and create social
bonds (Jensen, 2016). We thus assume the following purpose:

B. The purpose of communication is to create and strengthen social bonds

The study of persuasion, as the core of rhetoric, is one of the oldest aspects of
communication studies (Craig & Muller, 2007; Shen, 2013). It can be discussed
whether persuasion can be a purpose in itself or if it is used for some other purpose.
From this tradition, anyway, comes the idea that we communicate to influence
others (Krcmar, Ewoldsen & Koerner, 2016). It is here assumed that:

C. The purpose of communication is to affect and influence others

Emotions and emotional expressions have been studied for decades among com-
munication scholars and in closely-linked disciplines. Emotions are acknowledged
as a great part of human everyday life (Planalp, 2001) and especially important to
our relationships (Floyd, Judd & Hesse, 2008; Metts & Planalp, 2011). The problem
is that emotional experience is different from emotional expressions (Andersen
& Guerrero, 1998; Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). Emotional experiences are what we
experience inside in a very private sense while emotional expressions are what
we show others by means of words, voice characteristics, facial expressions, stance
and gestures. For personal, relational, situational or cultural reasons we can try to
avoid expressing what we truly feel (Floyd, 2006; Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). If we
want to communicate emotions it is more reasonable to claim that we deliberately
share emotional expressions than to share emotional experiences.
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D. The purpose of communication is to express emotions

Human beings are unique in the sense that we instruct individuals close to us
to give support of some kind (Tomasello, 2003). We are the only species that teach
each other in organized ways. We can also see this tendency in children. Halliday
(1978) calls this the informative function. Children have an interest in transmitting
(new) information to others that do not yet have this information. We can therefore
assume that we communicate to inform others.

E. The purpose of communication is to inform others

Sometimes we realize that we do not have information that we for some reason
need, perhaps in order to learn something. That will motivate us into information
seeking behavior (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Afifi & Weiner, 2004; Afifi, 2010; Kno-
bloch, 2008; Gottlieb, Oudeyer, Lopes & Baranes, 2013; Jensen, 2016). We might
also want to hear the latest news about what has happened in a friend’s life, in our
network or in our society.

F. The purpose of communication is to become informed

Generally we dislike disorder but we may engage with it for different reasons
and manage the disorder in different ways. Some may want to create order by regu-
lating other individuals’ behavior (Mangion, 2011), some by organizing people as
a unit (Miller, 2015) and some want to organize information (Salem, 2009). In lay-
man’s terms it would be said that:

G. The purpose of communication is to make sure that everything is in order

It is said that the human is a cooperative species (Tomasello, 2008; 2009). To be
able to cooperate she needs to communicate. The next step is to coordinate com-
munication and acts (Deutsch, 1973; Allwood, 2007). A more complex level is to
collaborate, meaning to be involved in a joint activity without a joint goal but
rather to follow certain rules that regulate the activity (Allen & Plax, 1999). Final-
ly, cooperation is to have a joint goal (Deutsch, 1973; Tomasello, 2009; Paternotte,
2014) and to show ethical concern for the other(s) (Allwood, 2007). Therefore it is
probable that we communicate to be able to carry out joint activities.

H. The purpose of communication is to coordinate, collaborate, and/or to cooperate

It is reasonable that people may want to feel satisfaction when communicating
or after a conversation (Solomon & Theiss, 2013). It may be less satisfying if the
other person is sad or feels stress. Just as a parent tries to calm an upset child, we
have a tendency to do that with our peers as well.

I. The purpose of communication is to keep others calm and satisfied
Impression management is about presenting oneself to others (Goffman, 1959;
Burgoon, Buller & Woodall, 1996). “Here I am”, “This is who I am” or “This is who
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I want to be” (cf. Halliday, 1978; Fiske & Taylor, 2014). Impression management is
a kind of negotiation with oneself as well as with others (Goffman, 1959; Knapp
& Vangelisti, 2009). Some individuals are more adaptable while others find it im-
portant to show their independence and personal style.

J. The purpose of communication is to show who I am (self-presentation)

Davis (1973) has suggested four reasons why people get together. This can influ-
ence why we initiate relationships and why we communicate. He calls them im-
pulses: the impulse of receiving stimulation, the impulse to express experience, the
impulse to assert oneself, the impulse to enhance enjoyment. When we are bored
we want stimulation. Some prefer social stimulation (McCrae & Costa, 2006) while
others want intellectual stimulation (Furnham, 2008). In both cases it could mean
that we engage in conversations. This leads to a possible purpose of communication.

K. The purpose of communication is to be stimulated

Humans are storytellers (Bruner, 2003; Koenig Kellas, 2008; Boyd, 2009). The
stories can be short and about everyday events or long and complex about real adven-
tures. In both cases it is important to us to have someone to share these stories about
own experiences with (Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009; Krcmar, Ewoldsen & Koerner,
2016). Davis’ second impulse can easily be phrased into a communication purpose.

L. The purpose of communication is to share own experiences

The impulse to assert oneself is close to the self-presentation purpose and is
therefore left out in this case. The impulse to enhance enjoyment is not yet covered.
It has been suggested several times that it is hard to be festive alone. If something
positive has happened, we want to share it. When we are together with friends and
family we easily share happiness (Planalp, 2001; Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009).

M. The purpose of communication is to share and increase enjoyment

People may find themselves in a situation where they feel insecure or have low
self-esteem. Since it is an unpleasant feeling, we would want to get out of this state.
This can be done through avoiding stressful topics (Afifi & Matsunaga, 2008), try-
ing to assert oneself (Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009) or being self-pitying and hoping
that others will try to state the opposite or give comfort.

N. The purpose of communication is to feel less insecure about oneself

Salem (2009) explains that uncertainty is doubt. Doubt is unpleasant and some-
thing that we want to get rid of (Peirce, 1992). According to Salem, doubt has ap-
peared because the information available does not match the information needed
in a particular situation. Because of that we might, for example, engage in informa-
tion seeking behavior and ask people to gain information. Berger and Calabrese
(1975) developed a theory around the concept of uncertainty and others followed
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(Knobloch, 2008). The idea that we typically want to reduce uncertainty has been
questioned. We might want to manage the uncertainty in other ways than just re-
duction (Afifi & Matsunaga, 2008).

O. The purpose of communication is to reduce or manage uncertainty

Communication is mentioned in many theories to be intentional. What we
communicate is not pure meaning but intentions (Krauss & Morsella, 2014). The
intentions give a clue about what we mean when we communicate. This idea has
been central to communication theories since Grice (1957) presented it and is de-
fended by Searle (1969), Sperber & Wilson (1995), Gibbs (1999; 2001), Tomasello
(2005; 2008), Matsumoto (2010) and Jensen (2016). Does this mean that the purpose
of communication is the intention? It might be to share intentions since it is equal-
ly important to have an intention behind what is communicated as it is to be able
to read the other person’s communicated intention.

P. The purpose of communication is to share intentions

In some cultures/situations people are encouraged to be spontaneous while in
other cultures/situations people are expected to inhibit thoughts and feelings (cf.
de Mooij, 2013). It can be a bit problematic to state that the purpose of communica-
tion is to inhibit thoughts and feelings. It is easier to say that the purpose is to
communicate in a spontaneous way. This is in line with the authenticity that is
embraced by the phenomenological tradition (Craig & Muller, 2007), which is to
be true to oneself. It leads to the last suggested purpose:

Q. The purpose of communication is to share what is on one’s mind (thoughts and
feelings) at the moment
It is very much like thinking out loud. Unfiltered thoughts.

METHODS

The study is based on a survey. It is designed to make it possible for the participants
to agree on a number of statements about why we communicate, that in turn can
be ranked.

Participants: 313 students participated in the study. They were enlisted in inter-
national courses and programs at two Swedish universities during the Autumn
Term 2014. More than ten cultures are represented by at least ten individuals and
the rest of the participants come from a variety of cultures. The four largest culture
groups (Brazil, China, Sweden, and Germany) are represented by 25 to 50 partici-
pants each. A little less than one third of the participants are males. The age of the
participants ranges from 18 to 44. The average age is 25 years. The questionnaire
was handed out during a course introduction. Participation was voluntary but only
a handful of people abstained from or aborted their participation.
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The questionnaire: The questionnaire is paper-based. It covers background in-
formation like gender, age, culture, and language. The main part is based on
17 statements about communication (see literature review above) from an individ-
ual perspective. The statements always start with an “I”. A seven choice Likert scale
was used. On the one end the option was “fully agree”, “agree”, “slightly agree”,
“neutral”, “slightly disagree”, “disagree”, and on the other end “fully disagree”.

The main section started with an introduction about purposes of communica-
tion and instruction to think about communication in more general terms than
a specific occasion. After every statement there was also a short clarifying text to
avoid misinterpretations.

313 participants handed in the questionnaire but seven were incomplete. The
analysis is based on 306 questionnaires.

The data analysis: The options in the questionnaire were coded. “Fully agree”
had the numeric value of 1 and “Fully disagree” had the numeric value of 7. The
average value as well as the standard deviation for each statement was calculated.
A one way ANOVA was conducted and a t-test comparing every statement average
with every other statement average was conducted.

RESULTS

The result of the survey can be seen in table 1. The statements are listed in the rank-
ing order. A lower mean stands for a higher agreement among the participants.

A one way ANOVA shows that there are differences between the mean values
(F = 36.33; p < 0.001). T-tests were conducted to test the differences between each
mean value in relation to every other mean value. The mean value of the first ranked
purpose is significantly (p < 0.05) different from all other purposes except num-
ber 2. The same is true for purpose number 2 on the list. It is significantly (p < 0.05)
different from all other purposes except number 1. Number 1 and 2 cannot be
separated from each other but they are separated from the rest, suggesting that
there are two cases that the participants in this study say are more typical in their
interpersonal communication. The participants in this study communicate to share
and increase enjoyment (86.3 percent of the participants slightly agree, agree or
tully agree while 2.9 percent slightly disagree, disagree, or fully disagree) and they
communicate to create and strengthen social bonds (86.3 percent of the participants
slightly agree, agree, or fully agree while 2.9 percent slightly disagree, disagree, or
tully disagree). Having fun together and managing relationships is why people
communicate in many situations. The purpose ranked as number 3 is significantly
(p < 0.05) different from all the other purposes except for numbers 4 and 5. This
means that number 3 cannot be ranked higher than position 3 and not lower than 5.
A top five purpose, it can be concluded, is to communicate to become informed.

The purpose ranked as number 4 has a mean value that is significantly (p < 0.05)
different from all other mean values except for number 3, number 5 and number 6.
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Table 1. The ranking of the purposes based on mean values

PURPOSE (RANKING) PgizlglE'E MEAN | STDV

1. To share and increase enjoyment Position 1-2 | 2.144 | 1.162
2. To create and strengthen social bonds Position 1-2 | 2.190 | 1.138
3. To become informed Position 3-5 | 2.403 | 1.312
4. To coordinate, collaborate and/or cooperate Position 3-6 | 2.466 1.426
5. To share experiences Position 3-6 | 2.472 1.241
6. To share information Position 4-7 | 2.616 | 1.489
7. To think out loud (what's on my mind at the moment) Position 6-11 | 2.744 | 1.495
8. To express emotions Position 7-13 | 2.869 | 1.588
9. To make sure that everything is in order Position 7-13 | 2.879 | 1.469
10. To inform others Position 7-13 | 2.889 | 1.502
11. To share intentions Position 7-13 | 2.961 | 1.295
12. To keep others calm and satisfied Position 8-14 | 3.000 | 1.541
13. To reduce or manage uncertainty Position 8-14 | 3.026 | 1.428
14. To show who I am (self-presentation) Position 12-15 | 3.213 1.586
15. To be stimulated Position 14-16 | 3.344 | 1.569
16. To influence others Position 15-16 | 3.489 | 1.677
17. To feel less insecure about myself Position 17 | 4.193 | 1.883

Source: Author.

This means that number 4 on the list cannot be ranked higher than number 3 and
not lower than number 6. The purpose ranked as number 5 has a mean value that
is significantly (p < 0.05) different from all other mean values except for num-
bers 3, 4, and 6. This purpose cannot be ranked higher than number 3 and not
lower than number 6. The purpose ranked as number 6 on the list is significantly
(p < 0.05) different from other mean values except for numbers 4, 5 and 7. This
means that purpose number 6 cannot be ranked higher than position 4 and not
lower than position 7.

These six alternatives are the only ones in this study, according to the partici-
pants’ choices, that can reach the top five of communication purposes. The first five
are the only ones that can reach the top three.

The lowest ranked purpose is to communicate to feel less insecure about oneself.
It is significantly (p < 0.05) different from all other mean values. The mean value
suggests that it is a neutral purpose and slightly towards the negative side. 28 per-
cent of the participants disagree or fully disagree that this would be a purpose to
communicate. On the other hand, 22 percent agree or fully agree that this would
be a purpose to communicate. It is thus not unlikely, at least for some individuals,
to sometimes communicate to reduce or manage the feeling of insecurity.
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Three of the statements are wider than the rest. They are found in positions 6
(4-7), 8 (7-13) and 11 (7-13). We communicate to share information, to express
emotions and to share intentions. According to some theories we do this all the
time. The participants seem to think that these purposes are relevant but not specif-
ic enough to be recognized as typical.

DISCUSSION

There are five purposes in this study that are likely to reach a top three position.
Two of them stand out on the absolute top while three more at best can reach pos-
ition three. What can be assumed about these five purposes? Two of the purposes
can be found in Davis’ (1973) reasons for getting together. We communicate to share
experiences and we communicate to share or increase enjoyment. Let us start with
number one on the list. To share and increase enjoyment is about emotions. First
it means that it is a special case of expressing emotions (number eight on the list).
Second, enjoyment is widely accepted and recognized as a positive emotion. In most
cultures and in most situations it is more accepted and even expected to express
and share positive emotions. In several cultures and situations negative emotions
like anger, disgust, sorrow, or fear are supposed to be inhibited to not lose face
(Argyle, 1988; Andersen & Guerrero, 1998). It may even be the case that an experi-
ence of a negative emotion is expressed (masked) by a positive one. It can therefore
be understood that a larger number of participants in the present study assessed
the sharing and increasing of enjoyment as a more important purpose of com-
munication than the wider and more including statement of expressing emotions
since that would also include expressing negative emotions that sometimes are
avoided and thus are not an embraced purpose to communicate. For politeness
reasons we usually greet both strangers and close friends with a smile (Knapp
& Hall, 2006; Jensen, 2015) but very seldom with a negative emotional expression.

Storytelling is widely recognized as something that humans do to cognitively
structure events both for the sender and the receiver (Norman, 1982; Egan, 1986;
Bruner, 1990; Schank, 1999; Herman, 2003; Goodson, Biesta, Tedder & Adair,
2010). It is also a widely used way to share gossip and news (Norman, 1993; Bruner,
2003; Boyd, 2009). Telling stories is one of the unique aspects of human cognition
and communication. With this in mind it makes sense that the participants in the
study find the sharing of own experiences important as a purpose of communica-
tion. Sharing of experiences, whether simple or complex, is structured as a story.
The statement is not just aspiring to the top three position but also has the third
lowest standard deviation, suggesting that there is a high agreement among the
participants (see table 1). The receiver side of it is to listen to others’ experiences and
instructions to become informed. Human beings are not just storytellers but are
also willing to give instructions (Tomasello, 2003). If others do not share experi-
ences or give instructions we tend to ask questions to become informed or ask
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questions to increase clarity of what has just been said (Berger & Calabrese, 1975;
Afifi & Weiner, 2004; Afifi, 2010; Knobloch, 2008). This is something that starts
very early in childhood (Harris, 2012). To communicate to gain information and
knowledge is thus a very reasonable purpose.

For practical reasons we need to communicate to manage joint activities
(Deutsch, 1973; Argyle, 1990; Tomasello, 2009). We need to coordinate individuals
and their acts to function as a unit. Joint activities are not just about communica-
tion and coordination. When it fully functions it makes us reach joint goals (Pater-
notte, 2014). Since we are socially oriented beings (Jensen, 2016) it is probable that
we will try to achieve goals together or at least try to manage joint activities. The
purpose to communicate to coordinate, collaborate and/or cooperate is crucial to
success. Another aspect of us being socially oriented becomes obvious in the way
we manage relationships. Needless to say, relationships are very important to us all
but they are also tightly intertwined with our communication (Ruesch & Bateson,
1951; Watzlawick, Beavin Bavelas & Jackson, 1967; Guerrero, 2008; Mongeau
& Miller Henningsen, 2008; Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009; Krcmar, Ewoldsen & Koern-
er, 2016). The purpose to communicate to create and strengthen social bonds is a nat-
ural aspect of our sociability.

On an analytical level we can assume that human communication involves
sharing and expressing emotions, sharing and expressing thoughts (cognition) and
managing relationships and managing joint activities as a more social side. These
are well-acknowledged aspects of human life. This is also what is reflected in this
study. We do communicate to express emotions, positive emotions like joy in par-
ticular. We do communicate to share thoughts, especially when we share experi-
ences on the sender side and when we communicate to become informed (and gain
knowledge) on the receiver side. We do communicate to fully function as social
beings and we especially do that when we manage our relationships and when we
manage joint activities.

When we now look at the results, the question is whether the participants have
based their assessments on folk psychology and folk sociology or if they have based
it on personal experiences and personal beliefs. Folk psychology and especially folk
sociology is probably affected by cultural differences and that would certainly have
led to a more diverse outcome. The fact that very few disagreed on the two top
statements suggests that most of the participants have encountered everyday events
where communication serves the purpose of sharing enjoyment and managing
relationships. This is further supported by the lowest standard deviation for these
two statements (see table 1). The whole group of participants has a high level of
agreement. The use of the “I”-form in the questionnaire statements makes it easier
for the participant to relate it to personal experiences instead of general or abstract
reasoning.

General and abstract aspects are also related to the assessments of the state-
ments. The three most abstract and general statements never reached a potential
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top three position even though they are the most inclusive. On an analytical level
most participants can relate to communication as sharing information, expressing
emotions and sharing intentions. Even so, these purposes do not seem concrete
enough to relate to everyday situations that involve typical communication. The
widest purpose is not recognized as the most probable purpose.

The culturally diverse sample can be seen both as a strength and a weakness.
The weakness is mainly that people have different communication patterns and
may understand the statements in different ways. In a comparison between the four
largest groups the two top-ranked statements show small differences but not big
enough to be significant in a t-test. The participants from these four groups (China,
Germany, Sweden and Brazil) assess the two top-ranked statements in similar ways.
This is strengthening the outcome of the study. The three following statements dif-
fer significantly between at least two cultural groups.

One obvious limitation of this study is the missing purpose about acquiring
resources. It is likely that most participants would agree that we communicate to
gain some kind of resource in a more concrete sense than to acquire information/
knowledge. We communicate to get money, to get food and to get shelter. Some
would also argue that we communicate to get affection (Floyd, 2006; Knapp & Van-
gelisti, 2009). To communicate to create a shared social reality (Krcmar, Ewoldsen
& Koerner, 2016) would be relevant if it could be put in layman’s terms. These as-
pects need to be included in future studies.

CONCLUSION

The findings from this study suggest that the participants acknowledge very central
aspects of human life to be the reason for communicating. We communicate, as an as-
pect of our emotions, to share and increase enjoyment. We communicate, as an
aspect of our social orientation, to manage relationships and joint activities. We
communicate, as an aspect of our cognition, to share experiences and to become
informed (about news and gain knowledge). The results also indicate that we gather
around mid-level purposes that are not too abstract and therefore can be related to
well-known everyday experiences. This is most emphasized by the two first pur-
poses on the rankinglist: to share and increase enjoyment and to create and develop
relationships.
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