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Abstract : Verbal communication helps us meet various needs 

through our ability to express ourselves. In terms of instrumental 

needs, we use verbal communication to ask questions that provide 

us with specific information. We also use verbal communication to 

describe things, people, and ideas. Verbal communication helps us 

inform, persuade, and entertain others, which as we will learn later 

are the three general purposes of public speaking. It is also through our verbal expressions that 

our personal relationships are formed. At its essence, language is expressive. Verbal 

expressions help us communicate our observations, thoughts, feelings, and needs (McKay, 

Davis, & Fanning, 1995). 
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Introduction : The power of language to express our identities varies depending on the origin of 

the label (self-chosen or other imposed) and the context. People are usually comfortable with the 

language they use to describe their own identities but may have issues with the labels others 

place on them. In terms of context, many people express their “Irish” identity on St. Patrick’s 

Day, but they may not think much about it over the rest of the year. There are many examples of 

people who have taken a label that was imposed on them, one that usually has negative 

connotations, and intentionally used it in ways that counter previous meanings. Some country 

music singers and comedians have reclaimed the label redneck, using it as an identity marker 

they are proud of rather than a pejorative term. Other examples of people reclaiming identity 

labels is the “black is beautiful” movement of the 1960s that repositioned black as a positive 

identity marker for African Americans and the “queer” movement of the 1980s and ’90s that 

reclaimed queer as a positive identity marker for some gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
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people. Even though some people embrace reclaimed words, they still carry their negative 

connotations and are not openly accepted by everyone. 

 Expressing Observations 

When we express observations, we report on the sensory information we are taking or have taken 

in. Eyewitness testimony is a good example of communicating observations. Witnesses are not 

supposed to make judgments or offer conclusions; they only communicate factual knowledge as 

they experienced it. For example, a witness could say, “I saw a white Mitsubishi Eclipse leaving 

my neighbor’s house at 10:30 pm.” Perception, observation and description occur in the first step 

of the perception-checking process. When you are trying to make sense of an experience, 

expressing observations in a descriptive rather than evaluative way can lessen defensiveness, 

which facilitates competent communication. 

 

 Expressing Thoughts 

When we express thoughts, we draw conclusions based on what we have experienced. In the 

perception process, this is similar to the interpretation step. We take various observations and 

evaluate and interpret them to assign them meaning (a conclusion). Whereas our observations are 

based on sensory information (what we saw, what we read, what we heard), thoughts are 

connected to our beliefs (what we think is true/false), attitudes (what we like and dislike), and 

values (what we think is right/wrong or good/bad). Jury members are expected to express 

thoughts based on reported observations to help reach a conclusion about someone’s guilt or 

innocence. A juror might express the following thought: “The neighbor who saw the car leaving 

the night of the crime seemed credible. And the defendant seemed to have a shady past—I think 

he’s trying to hide something.” Sometimes people intentionally or unintentionally express 

thoughts as if they were feelings. For example, when people say, “I feel like you’re too strict 

with your attendance policy,” they aren’t really expressing a feeling; they are expressing a 

judgment about the other person (a thought). 

 

 Expressing Feelings 

When we express feelings, we communicate our emotions. Expressing feelings is a difficult part 

of verbal communication, because there are many social norms about how, why, when, where, 
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and to whom we express our emotions. Norms for emotional expression also vary based on 

nationality and other cultural identities and characteristics such as age and gender. In terms of 

age, young children are typically freer to express positive and negative emotions in public. 

Gendered elements intersect with age as boys grow older and are socialized into a norm of 

emotional restraint. Although individual men vary in the degree to which they are emotionally 

expressive, there is still a prevailing social norm that encourages and even expects women to be 

more emotionally expressive than men. 

Expressing feelings can be uncomfortable for those listening. Some people are generally not 

good at or comfortable with receiving and processing other people’s feelings. Even those with 

good empathetic listening skills can be positively or negatively affected by others’ emotions. 

Expressions of anger can be especially difficult to manage because they represent a threat to the 

face and self-esteem of others. Despite the fact that expressing feelings is more complicated than 

other forms of expression, emotion sharing is an important part of how we create social bonds 

and empathize with others, and it can be improved. 

In order to verbally express our emotions, it is important that we develop an emotional 

vocabulary. The more specific we can be when we are verbally communicating our emotions, the 

less ambiguous our emotions will be for the person decoding our message. As we expand our 

emotional vocabulary, we are able to convey the intensity of the emotion we’re feeling whether it 

is mild, moderate, or intense. For example, happy is mild, delighted is moderate, and ecstatic is 

intense; ignored is mild, rejected is moderate, and abandoned is intense (Hargie, 2011). 

In a time when so much of our communication is electronically mediated, it is likely that we will 

communicate emotions through the written word in an e-mail, text, or instant message. We may 

also still use pen and paper when sending someone a thank-you note, a birthday card, or a 

sympathy card. Communicating emotions through the written (or typed) word can have 

advantages such as time to compose your thoughts and convey the details of what you’re feeling. 

There are also disadvantages in that important context and nonverbal communication can’t be 

included. Things like facial expressions and tone of voice offer much insight into emotions that 

may not be expressed verbally. There is also a lack of immediate feedback. Sometimes people 

respond immediately to a text or e-mail, but think about how frustrating it is when you text 

someone and they don’t get back to you right away. If you’re in need of emotional support or 
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want validation of an emotional message you just sent, waiting for a response could end up 

negatively affecting your emotional state. 

 

 Expressing Needs 

When we express needs, we are communicating in an instrumental way to help us get things 

done. Since we almost always know our needs more than others do, it’s important for us to be 

able to convey those needs to others. Expressing needs can help us get a project done at work or 

help us navigate the changes of a long-term romantic partnership. Not expressing needs can lead 

to feelings of abandonment, frustration, or resentment. For example, if one romantic partner 

expresses the following thought “I think we’re moving too quickly in our relationship” but 

doesn’t also express a need, the other person in the relationship doesn’t have a guide for what to 

do in response to the expressed thought. Stating, “I need to spend some time with my hometown 

friends this weekend. Would you mind if I went home by myself?” would likely make the 

expression more effective. Be cautious of letting evaluations or judgments sneak into your 

expressions of need. Saying “I need you to stop suffocating me!” really expresses a thought-

feeling mixture more than a need. 
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