Psychology - lcuxonoeis

UDC 316.454.5
DOI: 10.31548/hspedagog2019.03.065
THEORETICAL PRINCIPLES OF STUDYING METACOMMUNICATION IN
MODERN PSYCHOLOGY
Grabovska I. V., PhD in Philology, Associate Professor,
National University of Life and Environmental Sciences of Ukraine
E-mail: ivgrabovska@gmail.com

Abstract. The paper provides the study of the phenomenon of metacommunication in
modern psychology. The article introduces two basic approaches to the study of the concept
of metacommunication, examines various definitions of this term, and adopts a broad un-
derstanding of metacommunication as communication that accompanies communication.
The paper outlines the analysis of the terms that start with the prefix “meta-" and highlights
the concepts that set the categorical apparatus of metacommunication. The conducted re-
search helps to acknowledge the relationship of metacommunication with such concepts as
metalanguage and metamessage. Two types of metacommunicative strategies are differen-
tiated. It was stated that by virtue of its characteristics, metacommunication performs vital
functions in social interaction.
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Introduction. An enduring theme in
psychology is the difference between com-
munication and metacommunication. The
scientists distinguish communication, i. e.,
means of receiving and transmitting infor-
mation that refer to whar people say (their
intended meanings), and metacommuni-
cation — means of ensuring the effective-
ness of transmitted information as well as
other acts of verbal communication in the
aspect of interlocutors’ communicative
contact, i. e., the body language that ac-
companies communication (how people
say something) [1; 4; 5; 8; 12]. Meta-
comminication influences what is heard
and is an integral part of communication.
The importance of metacommunication in
the process of communication is undis-
puted, since metacommunicative utter-
ances perform vital functions in everyday
communication [10, p. 116], i. e., ensure
mutual understanding, build rapport to
achieve effective interpersonal interaction.

Informativity and metacommunica-
tion coexist in different amounts in a com-
municative act as a set of speech acts of
the speaker and the listener. So, even a
scientific public speaking, which is de-
signed to send new information to the lis-
teners, contains such contact-maintaining

utterances as” Let's change the topic of
our talk,” “We would rather not touch upon
the subject,” “It's high time we asked our
speakers to proceed with ...” [4] that are
used in order to help the addressee to re-
ceive the message, attract the attention of
the listener, bring the conversation to a
logical conclusion.

Analysis of recent researches and
publications. Active searches for a con-
cept that explains the patterns and condi-
tions for a successful communication, as
well as verbal means of its implementa-
tion, led to the emergence of two basic ap-
proaches to the definition of metacommu-
nication — psychological and social.

The psychological approach as-
sumes a world of individual senders and
receivers of individual messages, a world
in which the message sent by A causes re-
ceiver B to respond and in turn send a
message to A who in turn responds until
the end of the encounter [8; 9; 10; 11; 13,
pp. 2-3]. This paradigm leads to quanti-
tave, experimental analysis of variables. It
implies certain assumptions about the na-
ture of metacommunication. The biological
individual human and the message ob-
servable as speech or writing encoded
through another medium are taken as
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‘real” units which can be measured and
manipulated in experiments. The commu-
nication process, in this view, consists of
the sending of a piece of information en-
coded into a physical message from one
individual to another.

The social approach assumes a uni-
verse of hierarchically interrelated sys-
tems of behaviour which change through
time in non-simple ways and which have
been described in studies of language, cul-
ture and personality [1; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 12;
13, pp. 2-3]. This paradigm leads to more
gualitative descriptions of regularities as
patterns. In this view, a social group of hu-
mans is the basic unit, but it is the relation-
ships among members of the group rather
than the individuals composing it which are
of interest. This network of relationships is
seen as a system with components of
message subsystems. As information
flows through the group (and between the
group and its social, biological and physi-
cal environments), communication is en-
gaged in, in a complex but nonrandom
way.

The purpose of this research is to in-
vestigate the phenomenon of meta-
communication as one of the types of hu-
man communication via identifying the
basic approaches to its definition in mod-
ern psychology.

The methods of investigation are the
following: the studying and critical analysis
of the literature on the problem, methods
of deduction and synthesis.

Results. The term “metacommunica-
tion” was introduced into the scientific cir-
culation by the researchers [8, pp. 158,
209] who highlighted a) the aspect of con-
tent (communication) and b) the aspect of
human relationship (metacommunication)
in each act of spoken interaction. For the
first time metacommunication was defined
by the American scholars — the psychiatrist
J. Ruesch and the philosopher, ethnog-
rapher G. Bateson as “communication
about communication”. Researchers ar-
gued that the act of communication con-
sisted of the content of the message and
the instructions for interpreting the mes-

sage. They called such instructions meta-
communication, in other words, it is a mes-
sage about the relationship between the
interlocutors and the interpretation of the
message.

G. Bateson [1, pp. 153-154] directed
his further efforts to explore other aspects
of metacommunication and concluded that
communication could occur at a lot more
abstract levels than a simple descriptive
level. The scientist identified two types of
messages. The first type of those mes-
sages he called metalinguistic and they fo-
cused on language. Messages that formed
a different level of abstraction he called
metacommunicative and they revolved
around the relationship between the
speakers. The similar view is expressed by
other researchers who consider meta-
communication as means that allows the
interlocutors to correct the perception of
speech behaviour and is a prerequisite for
a successful social interaction, which can
be achieved both on verbal and non-verbal
levels [11, pp. 44, 46, 49-50, 82]. For in-
stance, the smile ensures the effective-
ness of the communicative process and is
connected with the problem of human
awareness in various communicative situ-
ations — ‘this is how | see myself in our re-
lations with you in this situation’. The ability
to self-reflection, i. e., the activity of think-
ing about your own feelings and behav-
iour, and the reasons that may lie behind
them, is one of the manifestations of met-
acommunication. The metacommunicative
axiom of pragmatics of human communi-
cation, formulated by the researchers [11],
proves that a person cannot communicate
without establishing a positive attitude to-
wards other members of society.

A verbal message may refer to the
objects and things in the world (what is
called “object language”) but also to itself
— interlocutors can talk about their talk,
write about their writing (what is called
‘metacommunication”) [2, pp. 136-137].
The prefix meta- can mean a variety of
things, but as used in communication, psy-
chology and philosophy, its meaning is in-
terpreted as ‘about’. Thus, “metacommuni-
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cation” is communication about communi-
cation, “metalanguage” is language about
language and a “metamessage” is a mes-
sage about a message. Actually, people
use this distinction every day, perhaps
without realizing it. For example, while
sending someone an e-mail and put a smi-
ley at the end, the smiley communicates
about interlocutors’ communication; it says
something like ‘this message is not to be
taken literally; I’'m trying to be humorous.’
The smiley is a metamessage, i. e., ames-
sage about a message. When people say,
in preface to some comment, “I am not
sure about this, but ...,” they are communi-
cating a message about a message, com-
menting on the message and telling that it
may be understood with the qualification
that a person may be wrong. When inter-
locutors conclude a comment with “We are
only joking,” they are metacommunicating,
i. e., communicating about their communi-
cation. In relationship communication peo-
ple often talk in metalanguage and use
such utterances as “We really need to talk
about the way we communicate when we
are out with company,” “You are too criti-
cal,” “I love when you tell me how much
you love me.”

Metalanguage reflects one of the
most important properties of the language
— its reflectivity, i. e., the ability of language
to describe its own structure and use.
R. Jacobson [6] suggested that in the case
when the speaker and listener need to
check whether they use the same code,
the subject of the message becomes the
code itself: the language performs a meta-
language function, i. e., the function of in-
terpretation. The scientist noted that the
metalanguage function is updated by
means of the use of the metacommunica-
tive utterances of the following type: “I do
not understand you — what do you mean?”
‘Do you know what | mean?” and therefore
plays an important role in our everyday
communication.

Metacommunicative skills develop
rapidly during the preschool years [9, p.
137]. These studies restricted the defini-
tion of metacommunication to explicit met-
acommunicative strategies — when a child

steps out of the play frame and speaks in
a narrator's or director's voice. Meta-
communicative skills in play have been
linked to a child’s ability to participate in in-
tersubjective social interactions. Implicit
metacommunicative strategies are also
widely used in social pretend play. So,
metacommunication is achieved either ex-
plicitly (via comments on play) or implicitly
through children's early differentiation be-
tween pretend language and nonpretend
language. Likewise, when adults talk, met-
acommunication may be implicit. For ex-
ample, if a speaker is uncomfortable with
the way that a conversation is heading, the
speaker may simply change the topic ab-
ruptly — an implicit metacommunication —
rather than choosing an explicit communi-
cation such as, “I'd rather not talk about
that; let’'s change the topic.”

Developmental psychologists, using
controlled experimental methods to study
individulas, have found that the coice of
metacommunicative strategies can be par-
tially predicted by individual traits and age
[9; 11]. At the same time, conversation re-
searchers have found that many conver-
sational behaviours can be explained with
reference to the preceding discourse con-
text [4; 5; 13].

Speakers use metacommunication
to comment on a conversation, both reflex-
ively, on the current conversation, and re-
portively, on the past conversation. Meta-
communicative abilities help to clarify
some information, maintain the communi-
cative contact, negotiate and engage in
coherent discourse [2, pp. 137-138; 9, p.
137]. Interlocutors use some special met-
acommunicative strategies in an ongoing
stream of discourse to increase their met-
acommunicative effectiveness:
explaining one’s feelings. It can help to
avoid or resolve conflicts better and move
past difficult feelings more easily;
giving clear feedforward. This will help the
other person get a general picture of the
messages that will follow;
paraphrasing. It often helps, especially
with complex messages, to paraphrase so
as to make the meaning extra clear;
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asking for clarification. If people have
doubts about other meanings they should
ask for clarification;

using metacommunication to talk about
one’s talk. Metacommunication is espe-
cially important when people want to clarify
the communication patterns between
themselves and other people: “I'd like to
talk to you about the way you talk about
me to our friends”, “| think we should talk
about the way we talk about our relation-
ships.”

Another understanding of meta-
communication IS observed in
E. Goffman’s investigation [3, p. 35]. The
scientist defined metacommunication as a
feedback, which indicates that the recipi-
ent received the message and understood
it correctly. The feedback channel signals
the active participation of the listener, ex-
presses the consent, acceptance, under-
standing of the statement of the interlocu-
tor. Back channel messages are vocaliza-
tions of the listener, aimed not at the inter-
ception of the initiative in conversation, but
in support of the speaker. Feedback sig-
nals are represented by verbalized repli-
cas of the following type: Yes? Huh? You
did? Really? Indeed?

Metacommunication is an act of com-
munication between two individuals that
also communicates something about the
communication itself, or about the relation-
ship between two people, or both. Meta-
communication includes information such
as verbal, nonverbal, contextual and his-
toric cues of the dyad that tell the receiver
how the message should be interpreted [7,
p. 37]. Interlocutors can also use nonver-
bal messages to metacommunicate. For
instance, they can wink at someone to in-
dicate that they are only joking or sneer af-
ter saying “Yeah, that was great,” with the
sneer contradicting the literal meaning of
the verbal message. Metacommunication
lies beyond the superficial, discernable
and simple level of interpersonal ex-
changes and encourages examination of
multiple levels of meaning.

Discussion. Metacommunication is
an crucially important concept that should
be researched in all its manifestations. It

helps people understand their relation-
ships with others. Whether implicitly sug-
gested or explicitly stated, the relation-
ships between people reside at the core of
the impersonal communication process.
Up to now there is no single approach that
would make it possible to describe meta-
communication in its complexity. In mod-
ern psychology metacommunication is de-
fined ambiguously: as communication
about communication; as a continuous se-
guence of utterance exchanges that con-
tribute to establishing a positive interper-
sonal relationship; as a feedback, which
indicates that the addressee received the
message and understood it correctly; as
communication that regulates interper-
sonal relationships by language means; as
a comment on a conversation; as a mes-
sage about the relationship between the
interlocutors and the interpretation of the
message. In our study, metacommunica-
tion is defined as communication that reg-
ulates the process of interaction via verbal
and non-verbal means, the main purpose
of which is to facilitate the deployment of
the communication process at all its
stages.
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acommunication in conversational routine.

TEOPETWUYHI 3ACAON OOCNIAXEHHA METAKOMYHIKALIIT
B CYYACHIN ncuxonorii
MpaboBcbKa l. B.

AHomauis. Cmamms ripucesiyeHa O0CIIOKEHHIO Seuw,a MemaKkoMyHikauii 8 cy4acHil
rcuxosnoeii. Ha ocHoei Kpumu4Ho20 aHaridy Haykoeoi nimepamypu mu eudinunu 0ea b6a3o-
8ux nioxodu 00 8uU3Ha4YeHHs1 heHOMeHa MemaKOMyHiKauil, po3arsaHyu pPisHi deqiHiuil
Ub020 mepMiHa i MPUUHSIU WUpPOKe po3yMiHHS MemaKoMyHIKauil 5K KOMyHikauil, wo cynpo-
800XXYye KOMyHIKauito. byno 0ocnidxeHo HU3KY mepMiHie, wo no4yuHaromscs 3 rpeghikca
«Mema-», i eUOINIEHO NMOHAMMAS, SKi CmaHOo8/1Imb KameaopiasnbHul arnapam mMemakoMyHi-
Kauii. Posansidanocs crieg8iOHOWEHHS MemaKoMyHiKauji 3 makumMu MOHIMmsMU, 5K Mema-
Mosa i MemarnogiOOMIIeHHs. BuokpemneHo dea munu memakoMyHikamueHUX cmpameaid.
byno ecmaHoeneHo, wo 3aedsiku C80iM 8r1acmueoCmsaM MemaKkoMyHikauis 3alimae eax-
niuge Micue y couianeHil 83aemMoOii. BcmaHoeneHo, wo MmemakoMyHikauis € Had3gudalHo
8aXX/1UBOK HE MINbKU MEOPEMUYHIO KOHUEMNUieto, a U doriomazae fiodsm 3po3ymimu iXHi
CMOCYHKU 3 iIHWUMU. He3arnexHo 8i0 mozo, npornoHyembCsi Ue SA8HO YU Hi, Mpome 8i0HOCUHU
MiX NTi0ObMU 3Haxo00simbcs 8 ueHmpi 6e30co0b08020 npouecy CrifnkysaHHs. 3’scoeaHo, Wo
y cy4qacHil ricuxosnoaii MemakoMyHikayis eu3Hadyaembcs HEOOHO3Ha4YHO: 5K CrifIKy8aHHS
rpo cninkyeaHHs; sk 6eanepepsHa nocnidosHicme 0bMiHI8 8UCI08/TH08aHHAMU, SKI Cripusi-
FOMb 8CMAaHOB/IEHHKO MO3UMUBHUX MiXKOCOBUCMICHUX 8iOHOCUH;, SIK 8IOKMIUKAHHS, sIKe 8Ka-
3ye, wWo adpecam ompumas rnoeiOOMIIEHHS | npasusibHO U020 3p03yMi8; SK CrifIKy8aHHs,
SIKe peayrnoe Mi>kocobucmicHi 6iI0HOCUHU MOBHUMU 3acobamu; Kk KoMeHmap 00 po3mMosU; 8
SKocmi nosiOOMIIEHHS PO 8iOHOCUHU MiX Criepo3MO8HUKaMU i iHmeprpemauii nogioom-
NeHHs. MemakoMyHikauiro 8usHa4aeMo SIK KOMyHIKauito, Wo peayrioe rnpoyec 83aemoOlii 3a
dornomoeoro sepbasbHux i HegepbaribHUX 3acobig, OCHOBHOK MEMOK SKUX € CIIPUSIHHS PO-
320pMaHHK KOMYHIKauitliHO20 rpouecy Ha 8cix tio2o emarnax.

Knroyoei cnoea: MmemaKkoMyHikauis, Memamoega, MemarnogiOOMIEHHS, iMrniyumHa
MemaKkoMyHIKamugHa cmpamegisi, eKCriyum-{a MemakoMyHikamugHa cmpameaisi.
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