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Communication Model

Introduction

In the same way that culture surrounds us without us necessarily being aware of it, so communication

is something that we do constantly without too much awareness of the process that is tak ing place. 

W hile we remain within our own cultural and communication confines most of us manage to survive

relatively well.  When we are exposed to other cultures our autom atic response and instinctive

comm unication skills are no longer adequate.  We need to understand these concepts and then be

able to make the adjustments that encountering other cultures requires.

W hat follows is a graphic representation of the com munication process.  By identifying and

understanding the various elements we can then pinpoint where culture impacts on our

comm unication.

Elements within communication

Sender (S)

The Sender is the person who wants to comm unicate something.  Within their brain they formulate a

thought, which they want someone else to share.  These concepts and ideas are encoded into a

message.  W hat must be kept in mind is that no matter how detailed and careful the encoded

message it cannot completely represent the thoughts and ideas within the Sender’s mind.

The Sender encodes the message out of a particular context.  This context is shaped by the

individual’s personality, communication style, social background, and culture.  All these factors

influence how the Sender encodes their message.

Receiver (R)

Obviously in comm unication situations there needs to be one or more people who are being

communicated to.  They need to receive the m essage that has been sent by the Sender.  Their role is

to experience the message and to decode it from its sent form  into concepts and ideas with in their

own thought processes.  They interpret what they see, hear, or physically feel into what they believe to

be what the Sender is trying to communicate.  

Just as the Sender’s context influences the form and content of the message so the Receiver decodes

the message through a framework of their individual personality, attitudes, social background, and

culture.  The extent to which the Sender and the Receiver’s contexts overlap or dif fer will be strongly

determinative of the extent to which comm unication takes place.
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Message (M)

Often when thinking about comm unication this is the part that we focus on.  The group of encoded

thoughts that is sent out by the Sender are the tangible element of the process.  W e often see this as

standing on its own as though what the Sender means is contained in the Message.  Actually the

Message merely contains a series of codes, in the form of words, gestures etc. that must be decoded

by whoever receives the message.  Unless whoever receives the message is clued into the codes

used and the context out of which the codes originate the message will be meaningless. 

Communication stands and falls on shared understandings of these communication codes.  

The fact that you as the reader are able to read this text is because you are literate and understand

English.  The extent to which you understand what I am writing depends on how m uch I have

managed to choose words and expressions that you are able to decode and get the meaning that I

originally intended.

An understanding of this is at the very heart of understanding comm unication.  The encode / decode

process is where miscomm unication takes place.  W hen we move into inter-cultural situations the

challenges are exacerbated.  The codes that are used to convey meaning can mean directly opposites

things to different cultures.  This means that while the Sender may encode their message “accurately”

from their reference point, the Receiver may decode the message “accurately” from their reference

point and understand som ething com pletely different.

Vehicle (V)

The Vehicle is the means by which the m essage is to conveyed.  Hum an’s com municate m ainly

through three of our senses, audio, visual and tactile.  W e have also enhanced our ability to

comm unicate through the development of technology.  Different means of transmission of messages

have different s trengths and weaknesses which must be unders tood by the Sender.  For example, a

radio message is limited to audio alone, does not allow for significant feedback, but is able to travel

vast d istances.  Personal conversation has a strong feedback e lem ent, can utilise all of the available

senses, but limits the size of audience.

Communications vehicles may have different connotations in different cultures and care must be taken

that the message is not distorted because of what the means of communication is saying.

Noise

Any communication is subject to noise or interference.  This noise may be the physical sounds of the

environment, such as trying to hold a conversation in the stands at a football match.  But noise may

also be internal to both the Sender and Receiver.  The Sender may have a particular opinion about the

Receiver which prevents them encoding appropriately.  Receivers  experience noise all the time. 

Imagine the individual who has just learnt that a close family member has just died.  It is unlikely that

they will hear the lecture on economics, no matter how skilled a comm unicator the Sender is.

It is sometimes necessary for the noise to be cleared or be allowed to end before comm unication can

occur successfully.  The responsibility for determining this lies primarily with the Sender.

Feedback

Up until this point in the process of communication it has been one way.  The Sender has no way of

determining whether or not the Receiver has understood that message transmitted.  For the Sender to

know whether or not the message is being understood there must be some form of Feedback.  In the

Feedback part of comm unication the roles of the Sender and the Receiver are reversed and the

original Receiver sends a message to the original Sender indicating a response to the m essage.  This

response could be to indicate understanding or misunderstanding, or to clarify, or to move the

conversation further.  Feedback is  verbal and non-verbal.  The communication loop continues until

one or other or party breaks the cycle.

Again inter-cultural situations raise challenges.  As the feedback is culturally influenced the original

Sender may understand the feedback incorrectly and thus be unable to determine whether or not the

original message has been understood.
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Beyond Technique—Qualities of an Effective Communicator

In writing a book about the techniques of effective comm unication, I run the risk that someone

might infer that technique alone can make a good communicator. Clearly, technique can make a

difference. In fact, in many cases, it is the single most important factor in making a communicator

effective. Still, there is more to comm unicating than just technique.

An entertaining after-dinner speaker can enhance his presentation by applying proper

techniques. So can speakers presenting the gospel. But technique alone will not make a gospel

message successful. That doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t work at perfecting our methods. It means

only that we should make sure we establish a proper foundation upon which to build.

If I didn’t feel that there is a great need for more excellent presentations of the gospel, I certain ly

would not have endured the agony of writing a book on the subject. However, in this chapter I would

like to discuss issues beyond technique that are im portant for every m essenger of the gospel to

consider.

Aristotle said that a good leader must have logos, ethos, and pathos. Logos is the ability to give

solid reasons for an action, to move people intellectually. Ethos is the moral character at the source of

a leader’s ability to persuade. Pathos is a leader’s ability to touch feelings, to m ove people em otionally.

These sam e elements must be present in the life of an effective communicator.

The Effective Communicator Delivers a Focused and Organized Message

But logos is not enough. Every day thousands of charlatans and unethical communicators

present powerfully focused, organized messages that lead many astray using those same sound

comm unications principles.

If your concern is to comm unicate, with excellence, the life-changing message of Christ’s love,

you must attain a higher standard. You must also have ethos and pathos.

The Effective Communicator Models the Message

No matter what k ind of audience you have—whether it be a Bible study group, a congregation, a

youth group, or a Sunday school class—you will influence your audience as much by your life as by

your message. In fact, your life will provide a strong foundation upon which the credibility of your

message will rest.

That is the nature of the gospel. The life of Christ and the demonstration of his love for us at the

cross brings power to the message he left with us. If Jesus had not come to live with us or if he had

stayed in the grave, the message of the Bible would be anemic at best. But he lived among us, he

rose from the dead, and his life is the foundation for the power of his Word.

The same is true as you com municate the gospel to your audience. A group of teenagers will

learn more about patience watching their youth leader caught behind a slow driver than they would

from  a thousand speeches on the subject. Your ability to practice what you preach brings power to

what you preach. You can talk to your children about love every day of your life, but the love you

demonstrate toward your spouse will ignite your message in their hearts more than all the words in the

universe could do alone. A congregation will understand the pastor’s message on unconditional love in

proportion to his demonstration of that love to difficult mem bers of the congregation.

Itinerant speakers have little opportunity to demonstrate the moral character behind their

message. They must take advantage of br ief encounters to show that the love of which they speak is

at work in their own lives.

Pastors, youth workers, and Sunday school teachers are providing a constant m essage with their

lives. If  that message is inconsistent with the m essage that they preach, then the power of their

comm unication is greatly diminished. If your actions contradict what you say, your actions will speak

louder than your words. However, when your actions are consistent with your words, they work

together to form the most powerful kind of communication there is.

Learn It Live It Pass It On
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The Effective Communicator Speaks with Passion

A passion for sharing the message of the gospel is also part of the ethos that aids

communication. There is an enthusiasm that accompanies the m essage of a speaker who deeply

believes the message.

At a large trade show I had occasion to observe two people demonstrate a food processor. I saw

the first person do the dem onstration just as I entered the building. His sales patter was filled with

humor, and he made good use of audience participation. Although the demonstration was interesting,

several people, including me, drifted away about halfway through.

I wouldn’t even have thought any more about it if I hadn’t had to pass this same spot on my way

out. A new person was doing the demonstration and this person held the entire crowd until the very

end. I waited while he filled several orders because I wanted to congratulate him on his enthusiastic

presentation. He had used the same sales talk, but his added enthusiasm and sparkle made all the

difference in the world. As we talked, I discovered the reason for his excitement. He was the inventor

of the processor and owner of the company. The first person who gave the presentation was only

doing his job, but the inventor believed in his product and enjoyed showing others how it worked.

That same kind of passion shows through when you present the gospel. If you believe in it and

love sharing it with others, people will be able to tell.

W e’ve all had the experience of listening to preachers who were like these two salesmen. Some

preachers just seem to be “doing their jobs.” W hat a difference it makes to sit at the feet of teachers or

preachers who are excited about their message! They hold your attention, and you listen to what they

are saying because you know they believe it. This kind of enthusiasm is difficult to fake and is almost

impossible to hide. Not even the wonderful techniques of preparation and delivery covered in this book

can substitute for a vibrant daily relationship with the author of our message. There is such an obvious

difference between the speaker who searches for messages because it is his job to deliver them and

the speaker who can hardly wait to share what he is learning about the God he loves and lives for

daily.

The Effective Communicator Cares About the Audience

A third aspect of this ethos is a loving concern for people. People who know that they are loved

by a speaker will overlook many fau lts in style and delivery.

It is easy to seek personal gratification from the audience and forget you are there to serve them.

For many years I sought out the laughter and response of my audiences for personal satisfaction. If

they didn’t respond to my message I would get angry. What a rotten audience, I would think. Once I

discovered that m y personal worth is not grounded in applause or laughter, it changed my whole

approach to preaching, teaching, and entertaining. I am there to give, not to get.

It is a heady experience to be able to hold the attention of an audience. You can use the

audience selfishly to feed your ego, or you can choose to allow God to meet the needs of those who

hear you through a clear and caring presentation of the W ord of God. W hen you care, it shows. A

genuine love for the people to whom you speak will enhance the power of your communication.

The Effective Communicator Touches the Emotions of the Audience

The pathos of which Aristotle spoke was the ability to move the audience emotionally. Pathos

does not refer to manipulative toying with people’s emotions. It has to do with personalizing the

message so an audience can respond.

Educators acknowledge that three specific learning domains closely parallel Aristotle’s

statement. These are represented in the diagram below.
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The cognitive domain is what we know. It is the sterile accumulation of facts. The affective

domain is what we feel. This domain can be accessed through truth or with lies. It can also be

manipulated as an end in itself. The motor domain is accessed by action.

It is very easy to concentrate on any one of these domains at the expense of the others. A good

storyteller can use the emotion of a story to move people’s feelings without an underlying foundation of

truth from God’s W ord. W ithout that foundation people will quickly abandon whatever they have heard

when the feelings have gone. An academic may find herself simply relaying great amounts of

information in the mistaken belief that people will respond to raw data because she does. This kind of

“cognitive dum p” leaves the m ajority of the audience cold and unmoved. Finally, the activist will always

have his audience doing something.

The best learning takes place when the teacher accesses all three domains. The m ost effective

communication takes place when there is a balance of information (cognitive, know) brought to life

with illustration (affective, feel) and personalized with application (motor, do).

A careful study of the ministry of Jesus reveals that he touched people em otionally. People

responded strongly to his personal delivery of the truth. Some hated him, some loved him, but few

ignored him. Some believed and others decided that he was of the devil and should be killed.

He was presenting the most important cognitive truth in history. This truth had existed in the

prophetic writings for years, but his pathos, his personal delivery, and his application of that truth left

no room for people to sit idly by.

If you wish to comm unicate the gospel effectively, you will have to do more than just dump

information on the audience or pepper the forest with theological buckshot. Your message is more

than a message to be heard, it is a message to be felt and lived. If you are to be effective, your

teaching and preaching must touch the emotions of your audience.

The Effective Communicator Touches the Lives of the Audience

The last important aspect of your comm unication is your ability to touch the lives of your

audience.

As an itinerant speaker I often hear pastors, youth workers, and volunteers say how they wished

they could be in m y line of work. They seem  to feel that because I have been on television and rad io

and speak to large num bers of people, somehow my communication is m ore effective. I believe that is

not true. The most effective comm unicator is one who can live with and touch his or her audience on a

day by day basis.

W hen I was in youth work in northern M innesota this truth was burned into my heart forever. For

several months we had been working with a teenager named Lisa. Although she had heard the gospel

message dozens of times she continued to resist giving her life to Christ.

One night m y wife, D iane, announced that we were going to a play in which Lisa had a sm all

part. She felt that it was important for us to encourage her and show that we cared by being there.

Because I was tired I fought this  decis ion with stern determination. I reasoned that since Lisa had only

one or two lines in the entire play, she wouldn’t care if we attended. I lost the argument and with a

grudging attitude drove to the play. On the way Diane insisted we stop to get some flowers for Lisa.

W e purchased a half dozen roses, but I made it clear to everyone near m e that I was not happy. The

play went without a hitch, and Lisa did her few lines with enthusiasm. I was still smoldering when

Diane fanned the flames to life by insisting that we go backstage and give Lisa the flowers.

W hen she saw us standing backstage she was ecstatic . “W hat did you think?” she bubbled. “Did

I do okay?”

W e assured her that she was marvelous, and then I remem bered the slightly wilted flowers that I

was holding behind my back. “Here,” I said c lumsily, “these are for you.”

I will never forget what happened next. Lisa’s mouth dropped open as she took the flowers and

slowly sank to the floor. W ith tears stream ing down her cheeks she thanked us for coming to her play.

“I thought that no one would come because I had such a small part,” she cried.

Of course, I felt terrible and the “I told you so” glance from my wife made it even worse. I asked

for God’s forgiveness that night, but the following week he gave me a gift that was even greater. Lisa

came to our home and prayed to receive Christ. If you try to tell me that her decision had nothing to do

with a backstage visit and six wilted roses I will disagree.

W hen you attend a play or basketball game or sit in the hom e of one who is working through a

family crisis, it puts your message in an entirely new light. For those you have touched with your life,

your message is clearer and more personal than ever before. Being at the bedside of a sick teenager
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or playing softball with adults Saturday afternoon makes you more than just the man or woman who

gives a talk every week. It makes you a minister, a true comm unicator of a beautiful message.

My daughters are not impressed by fancy programs and articulate speakers. They have been

around both all their lives. If they respond to the m essage of the gospel, it will be because they are

touched by the love of Christ as it is dem onstrated in the lives of the men and women who work with

them. Likewise, the teachers and speakers who had the greatest influence on me were those who

touched me with their lives by their personal involvement.

Speak with clarity and power. Model the message with your life and never stop touching the lives

of those to whom you minister. Those characteristics coupled with the techniques of dynam ic

communication will ra ise the level of your com munication to its  fullest potentia l.

Conclusion

Most of the comm unication that we embark on is instinctual and automatic.  W e certainly do not need

to be consciously th ink ing about this  process all the tim e, however, when we find ourselves in

complicated com munication situations, such as inter-cultural settings, it can be very useful in

identifying where the miscomm unication may be occurring, and can assist helping us prepare for

situations before they occur.


