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ABSTRACT ‘
A \ In an exploratory study of peak communication
experiences (PCEs), 36 male and 50 female undergraduates from a
' speech communication course were asked to describe their PCEs using
19 descr1ptors derived from A. Maslow's model of the generalized peak
exper1ence. Two-thirds or more of both sexes used 10 of these 19
descriptors to characterize their PCEs: a sense of the significance,
beauty, and value of their communication; loss of awarsness of time
and place; an experience of spontaneity, and affection for and
acceptance of the other person; and a recognition of the other
person's uniqueness. Corroborating Maslow's speculation that males
and females might not come by their peak experiences in the same
ways, a larger percentage of females than males portrayed their PCEs
as (1) seeing the other in a richeriway, (2) feeling that the
experience was almost more than one ‘could bear, (3) resolving
opposites, (4) giving acceptance and love, (5) being released from
fear, (6) experiencing spontaneity and effortlessness, and (7)
feeling playful and creative. The.three experiences identified least
_ frequently by both males and females involved the surrender of
longstanding cognitive styles: disappearance of self, dropping of
labels, and a moving away from a dualistic mindset. (MM)
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Emnpirical research exploring the phenomenon of "peak communi-

(M1

cation experiences" is surprisingly absent from the efforts o

poth communication researchers and peak experience investigators.
In this exploratory study, eightv-six respondents were asked to

describe their peak communication experiences (PCEs) using nine-

teen descriptors derived from the Maslcw model oi the generali:zed

oeak euperience. Two-thirds or more of both sexes used

h

=
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these nineteen descriptorxs to characterize their PCIs, *thereb

<

oroviding an overview'of the peak communication experience.

Significant diffarences between the sexes were found on seven o:f
in the greéter
centext of previous

rasearch.
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"Peak communication axperience" is the expression that wili
be used here to refer to our greatest moments in intarpersonal
communication--our moments oi highest mutual understanding,
hapriness and fulZfillment deriving from the process of communi-
cating with other human beings.

Empirical researcn exploring the

phencmenon of peak communication experiences is surprisingly

absent. In fact, the study of peak experiences within the con-
{ .
R 2>‘
text of interpersonal communication is a virtual research

poverty~-nocket.

Ruesch (1967) once describedycommunicatien as "the process
that links d&iscontinuous parts of the living world to one
another." When this "linking” does occur to a substantial
extent, when human life significantly comes together with itself
through the crocess of humans communicating, how ara’these numan
interactants affected, cognitively and emotionally? What nhappens
within us during our greatest moments in human communication, our
peak communication experiences? Since this is a guestion that
human ccmmunication theory has not previously addressed, no
answer can currently be offered.l

Nor have peak experience researchers themselves specifically
zerced~in on human communicating as a catalyst to heightened
Maslow (1968,

states 0f personal and interpersonal functioning.

2. 71), in his original instructions to his respondents in his

U

ioneering- study on peak experiencing, asked his subjects to
think of rapturous moments when they had perhaps been in love, or.
suddenly "hit" by music or a book or a painting, or bv

an zcuts burst of their own creativity. Maslow then had his

A/

'
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raspondents descrilke such moments in detail, and combined these
raports with those emerging from the literatures of mysticism,
:eligion; art, creativity, and love in order to Zformulate an
overall picture of the peak experience. Acts of interpersonal
communication were not the explicit focus of Maslow's investiga-
tions of the sources and dimensions of peak experiencing.

In a more recent examination c¢f triggers and descriptors of
transcendant states of conscicusness, Greeley (1974) provided his
nearly 1500 respondents with the following options £for identiZy-
ing trigger stimuli: music, prayer, nature, guiet reflectioﬁz a
church service or a sermon, children, reading +he Bible, being
ilone in church, reading coetry or £fiction, childbirth, sexual
lovemaking, creative work, apgreciating a painting, phySical
exercise, drugs, and "miscellaneocus". As in Maslow's work, acts
of spontaneous Zace-to-face human communication have not been
directly probed in this line of investigaticn.

It is the guiding assumption behind the present study that
in addition to arising out of compelling encounters with art and
nusic (Panzafella, 1980), and athletic endeavor (Ravizza, 1977),

and naturs (Wuthncw, 1978), and religious experience (Hay and

Morisvy, 1978; Thcmas and Cooper, 1978), peak experiences also

O
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arise cut of mergings with the consciousnesses of f£ellow human
peings through rare but impactful episodes of intarpersonal ‘com-
munication. Zach of us has tastad of these moments of heightened

communicative involvement, and have come away Z=rcm such encage-

ments somehow 2nrichec and =nlarged. IZ is our task in the
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dresent project to examine reak communication experiences, via
the model of the generalized peak exgperience introduced by Maslow

(1968).

The Research Questions

rh

The first research question raised by the present investiga-

tion is this: (1) Which characteristics of the Maslow model of

~

the generalized peak experiente also serve to describe the peak

communication experience?

The second research question relates to the role of gender,

a variable not usually pursued in peak experience research: (2)

What differences exist between females and males in their peak

>
p

communication 2xperiencing? | ‘ \
There is reason for antiq;paﬁiné gendér differences in peak
communication egperiencing. Maslow (1964, o. 29) alluded to the
likelihood of such differen;es. Previous communication fesearch
has shown that females tend to be more self—disélosing (Cozby,
1973) and emotionally expressive (Cherulnik, 1979) than males.
emales also tend to make more eve contact than males‘(Exline;
1971), are more likely to smile (Mackey, 1976), are more touch-
oriented with same-sex personé (Mehrabian, 1971), and stand
closer to same-sex dyad partners thai’males (Heshka and Nelson,
1972). Females tend to be less verbadlly aggressive (Frodi,
Macaulay, and Thome, 1977), more likeLy to listen (McLaughlin,
et al., 1981), and less likely to interrupt than males (Zimmerman

and West, 1973). Females have been found to be more empathic

(HofZman, 1377) , more nurturance-orientad (Fitzpatrick and
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I;dvik, 1982), and more accurate at decoding (Isenhart, 1980; and
enéoding'(Buck, Miller, and Caul,-l974),emotionalistates.

Temales are nore likely to claim "love" for same-sex Iriends
(Rubin, 1970), and display more positive feeling§ about social
interaction than males (Ickgs and Barnes, 1977). 1In a managerial
context, females have been seen as more open to subordinates'
suggestidns_tﬁan males, more encouraging of effort, more concern-
ed.ahd attentive, and more likely to emphasize ha?py interperson-
al relationships (Bairé and Bradley, 1979). This paftern of
communication attitude and style differences leads this writer to
infer that there might indeed be differences between the sexes in

the realm of peak communication experiencing. That possibility

will be considered in this inguiry.
METHOD

PCE Instrument

The first task was to develop an efficient guestionnaire for

the gathering of data on peak communication experiences (PC=s) .

The writer returned to Maslow's (1968) original model of the

nineteen characteristics of the generalized peak experience; and
translated each of Maslow's characteristics into a direct first-
person statement having meaning within an interpersonal communi-
cation contex:t. For example, Maslow's statement that'in the
generalized peak experience "B-cognizing seems to make the per-
ception richerx" becamé, "T saw the other perscn, and our communi-
cation together, in a richer way, & newer way, a more exciting

wav." Another example of such a translation is Maslow's statement

6
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that "Perception in the peak moment tends stronglv to be idio-
graphic and non-classificatory", which became, "It's as thoﬁgh I
compared this person with no other person--as we talked this
person became more and more special, and not interchangeable with
anvone else.," Exéert judges were used to prbvide feedback so
that these translations did not substantially depart from Maslow's
original meanings, as determined contextually. These nineteen
communication-specific translations, generated from Maslow's model
of the generalized peak experience, together with a brief intro-

‘duction, constituted the PCE inventory used here.
Procedure

Rightyv-six coilege undéréraduates (58% females, 42% males),
enrolled in a required course in "principles of speech commdnica—
tion" at a major southwestern university in 1982, were the sub-~-
jects of this study. The majority of these respondents were
majoring in either gusiness or engineering.

At the second class meeting of the semester students were

assigned a brief paper (to be collected during the third class

“session) in which they were to identify their relationships with
the threse peowvle in their lives with whom they had most bzen able
to communicate, alqng with a description of the Zeatures of this
high-quality communication. This assignment set the tohe for the
oresent study. At the beginning of the third class session,
after these papers were collected, raspondents were given the PCE
instrument and asked to read *the Zollowing introduction (under-

lines inclnuded) :

O
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Will yvou think of the .greatest moments in communi-
cation that you have ever had in your entire " 1ife? The
veak moments in communication-~the times when vou felt
that vou and .another verson most got on one another's
wavelenqth, when vou most fumlly got through to the other,
and the other got through to yvou. These times were pro-
bably within the unper 5-10% of of all your communication
experiences in you 1ife-—the most positive communication
encounters you've ever had, of the highest happiness and
fulfillment. ’

Will you check each of the following items that in
fact applies to these rare peak communication experiences.
Maybe none of these items will apply, maybe some will,
maybe all will--please be as accurate as vou can in your
rasponses.

Respondents then read each of the nineteen PCE items, and

N\

-

used a five=-point scale to indicate whether for them a given
item was verv true or moderately true, or whether it did not
apply, or was to some extent untru This procedure took an
averace of approximately teh minutes. The results to be reported
are based on & nominal treatmént (txue/untrue) of these PCE data,

to maximize DPractical interpretation.

Statistical Analysis

Due to the fact. that gender seems to be an influential vari-
able in communicaton contexts, the percentages of Zemales and
males responding affirmatively to each of the nineteen PCE items
wers compared using "normal tests" of the differences between
proportions for independent groups. - One-tailed tests of signifi-
cance were used, since the litsrature indiéates that whengver
socio~emotional differences are obtained between the sexe?, thev

consistantly zesult in females scoring higher chan nalss (Eakins

& Zakins, 1978).
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RESULTS

Peak Communication Experiencing

O

On eighteen out of the n;netaen PCE items, 50% or niore of

-

the Zfemale respondents indicated that the item did in fact apply

th

to their moments of highest communication happiness and fulfill-

ment. For males, 50% or more answered affirmatively to fifteen

the nineteen PCE items. Two-thirds or more ofe,both sexes

rt

o
answered affirmatively to ten of the nineteen items (see starred
items-in Téble 1). These ten PCE items would seem especially

descriptive of peak ccmmunication axpegiances for this sample of

respondents.

[Table 1 goes here]

The first finding, then, is that the.characteristics of :hé
generalized~peak experience identified by Maslow seem also to be
applicable as descriptors of peak communication experiencing. |
The respondents.selected the Maslbw characteristics in ratﬁer
sizabd¥e—proportions as articulating aspects of their own greatest
moments of interpersonal communication.

‘Out of the nineteen PCE itams, four items (Table 1, items
#2, 3, 10, and 16) wera used by over 75% of both Zemale and male
respondents, as follows: "I was completely absorbed in the other
cerson I was éommunicating with, and in Qhat we were talking
about--mv total attention was prasent"”; "I saw the beauty of the
ferson I was communicating with; and the beauty of our communica-
tion itselZ, Jjust as it was"; "My listening seemed sO oren, sO0

recentive, and the words just Zlowed in upon me without me

ERIC e Y
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grabbing or straining to understand"; and, "It's as though I com-
pared.this person with no other persdn—4as we talked this gerson
became more and more spécial, ;hd not interchangeable with anyone
else.”

There were orly three PCE items (%5, 13, 14) used by 50% or
less of both females and males in representing peak communication
experiences: "I forgot about myself during our communication; at
times it was as if my own sense of 'self' had sort of disappear-
ed"; "I saw and heard without my own catééories and labels and
judgments getting in the way like they usually dé"; and,-“Things
that normally would seem lika‘opposiies, or somehow contradictory,
became resolved while}we were communicating, or at léast didn't

|
seem as opposita as tbey usually would."”

When we compare/%he Zour most hichly used PCE items (ovér

[

75% of respondents) with the three least used items (50% or less

of respondents), all of the diflerences between these two groups

th

of itsms are statisticéily significant, for both females and
males (smallest difference for femaleﬁ, 2=4.24, p < .001; and Zor
males, Z=4.38, p< .001). In sum, the four most frequently identi-
fied characteristics were. used by a siénificantly greater propor-

tion of respondents than the three lesast fraquently identiied

characteristics. Reflection on the interpretation of this Zinding
\

fered in the discussion section.

bt

will be o

Gender Differanca

——

On seven of the ninetz2en 2CZ items +there were significanc

differences between *he sexes, with Zemales in the grzater

Q _ 11()
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droportion by 2 mean average of twentv-one sercentage coints (see

Table 1). A larger nercentage of femalas than males noreraved
=} = < 2

Fo

their PCEs as ianvolving these elements: seeing the other in
richer wav; a feeling that it was almost mora thad one cculd

ea

U‘ n

K

i a resolution of opposites; acceptance and love; a falling

wa

oy

<

of fears, anxieties, inhibitions, defenses; scontaneity and
eZZortlessness; playiulness and creativity. Gender. may be said =o
exert an influence in respondents' descriptions of their peak

communication experiencing.
DISCUSSION

It would appear, first of all, that the concept of "peak
communicaton experiencing" &id indeed have meaning for the
respondents. They were seemingly able to recall facets of their
PCEs via the PCE form derived from Maslow's prototypical model of
the peak experience. These cdata remind us that special acts of
human communication can operate as enerxgetic agents in activat-
ing transcendant modes of feeling and behaving. There is much
to ruminate upon in Table 1 for the student of human communica-
tion. |

Thé only four items in Table 1 used bv over 75% of both
females and males (%2, 3, 10, 16) appear, upon inspection, to be

related to Rogers' concepts of empathv and unconditional positive

recard (Rogers, 1980). Specifically, item #2, dealing with

"absorption" and the communicator's "total attention" being pre-
sent, and item %10, 'concerning the ccmmunicator's "open" and

"receptive" stvle of listening, seem to touch upon the notion of

- il
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mDakhs.  And L-2m 33, seeing the "beauty" of the other and the
scmmunicazicon Ltsels, "-usT 25 it was," seems =0 bear on unceondi-
s.cnal TesiTive racard, 25 dces ltem 215, in which the cther com-
nenLcaTor Ls raccognized 1s delng "sseclal." It may be that during
JUD SeaX Communicatiocn akgerlancaes we tend So beceme naturally
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The throo characzeristicos with which the respendencsg Leasc
tdontifled (#3, 13, 14) acpear o sharo a comnen dencminator:
ALl inwvolwve a leotuing go of scemeching, o relotive abandonment of
an dapitzual mede 27 cmarasien, The three disongagements thac
resrendanns wern ncr likaly <o o arzatn Dave mo de winh o Tlorges-
cing” oor "diganpearanos” ool che eelD ) dranoiag of tabelsoand
Tudamenes,  and aomewving AW A5 I o
sot, DI course cach of these tuvtoosses demands ot sarTandoar of
ongananding cognitive snrles,

Ine can parhaps goeculace as oo prtesmedal o0 Poing !
may o othot cho charactovd Sl POEn can be satd ey e arraing s

ad adong vocontiaunm, and cegtain of she PO Sacetnn ave e et s

encad only Ly chose who have s UoZar alopeg e coptinan,
The Salling away of d Siom sonse 20 Sell?, of Laiels o rabomenos,
vl TLAL Onneyg Ber e errgedd o adbeagneedd T e e
grassions. Sower procoad through ' oleme
closer to o no=boundary awarmess, an ooty one

satoustton:d (Wilbor, L9793, Novers=helosos, e Duct e =i

.

~he majority of tho o

vaondents (businans and eneo: Daoring

dents) 1n the oras

[v]
o4
ft
93}
ft
ot
[e]
ol
.
~
[eN
G
iy
s
‘U

or~ haviag =2ntorad shoough

Q I’)
ERIC -

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

11

certain doors of expanded consciousness via significant episodes

oF communication with -fellow human beings.

The obtained PCE sex differences are consistent with 2re-

rious “indings of communication research. The psychology of sex
differences recognizes that males have traditionally specialized
in such skills as "competing," “"defending," and "controlling,"

while Izmales have developed themselves more in the area of
"communion," involving the ability to be intimate and £feelingful
with themselves'and others (e.g., Eakins andé Zakins, 1978). It
is not surprising to see this difference in specialization
raflectaed in differences in descriptions of peak communication
experiencing. Maslow (1964, ». 29) speculated that males and
Zemales might not come by their peak experiences in exactly the
same ways. The fihdings of this stuay might be an instance of
this pcssibility, suggesting that femalés are perhaps relatively
more fully receptive and responsive to peak communication experi-
eancing than are males, as a group. This need not obscuré the‘
simultaneous recognition, however, that males also have peak
communication experiences.

ine present study is obviously a rather crude foray into the
-ealm of peak communication experiencing, but it is a beginning.
The author's cwn pursuits into this territory'will next involve
exeamining the factorial“structure of peak communication experi-
encing, and “hen the situational pre-conditions of theses greatest
moments in interpersonal communicétion. The routes for research

in =his realm go in many directions, a rich array of choices
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awaiting the.curious adventurer., The Zurther illumination of

ceak communication 2xperiencin

R¢]
e

s eminently worthwnhile, with a9
less iavolved than the understanding and promotion of inter-

personal harmony.

14



Table |

Peak Communication Experiences

. AFFIRMATIVE RESPONSES
PCE DESCRIPTORS {Total Subject N=86) (a)
(berived from the generalized Maslow model) Females Males Differences

1. Our communication felt inc?edibly signifi-
cant, as if it were somehow all there was
in the universe. 68% 75%

[3S]

1 was completely absorbed in the other

person I was communicating with, and in

what we were talking about--my total )
attention was present. ' 92% 94%

3. 1 saw the beauty of the person I was com-
municating with, and the beauty of our
communication itself, just as it was. 30% 78%

4. 1 ‘'saw the other person, and cur communica-
tion together, in a richer way, a newer . ) '
way, a more exciting way. " 90% 67% 2=2.65 p<.01l

5. I forgot about myself during our communi-
* cation; at times it was as if my own sense
of "self" had sort of disappeared, 50% 42%

6. Our communication was valuable in and of
itself, regardless of what it would lead
to-~-it was enough, just the way it was, as

an end in itself. 68% 67%
7. 1 would lose track of the passage of tinme,
and of our physical surroundings. 68% 69%

16




Pable 1 (continued)

Peak Communicatioin BExperiences

~

PCE DESCRIPTORS
{perived from the generalized Maslow model)

8. ‘rhe communication with this person moved me
to awe, wonder, humility, reverence--there
was sonething almost sacred about our act,
of communication,

9. bDuring our communication I gained insight
into a truer level of truth than I usually
see; my eyes were opened in a fresh way.

10. My listening seemed so open, so recepktive,
and the words just flowed in upon me with-
out me grabbing or straining to understand.

l1. The experience of becoming so close to this
other person through our communication
almost had a touch of "pleasant fear," a
feeling of it all being more than I could
bear, a feeling chat it was almost "too
wonderful."

12, Everything somehow became more One--and I

became more One with it all, through our

communication,
13. I saw and heard without my own categories

& labels & judgments getting in the way
like they usually do.

17

AFFIRMATIVE RESPONSES

(total Subject N=86)

Females

604

80%

54%
54%

18%

58%

61%

78%

36%

51%

313

(a)

Differences

4=1.65, p<.05

4=1.58, ,10>p>,05



Table 1 (continued)

Peak Communication Experiences

PCE DESCRIPTORS
(Derived from the generalized Maslow model)

14. ''hings that normally would scem like oppo-
sites, or somehow contradictory, becane
resolved while we were communicating, or
at least didn't scem as opposite as they
usually would.

* 15. 1 felt very accepting and loving of the
other person during our communication, \

* 16. 1t's as though I compared this person with
no other person--as we talked this person
became more & more special, and not inter- \
changeable with anyone else.

17. During our communication my fears, anxiety,
inhibitions and defenses all fell away.

* 18. I became more spontaneous, effortless, more
myself, more whole in my communication.

19. T began to feel more childlike, in a healthy
kind of way, in my communication--more
freely playful, expressive, creative.

A\

\
,

AFFIRMATIVE RESPONSES
(Total Subject N=86)
Pemales Males

Differences

{a)

50% 318

94% : 69%

90% 89%

\
\\

72% 5413

883 . 69%

76% 53%

Z=1,72,

4=1.74,

2=2.23,

, p<.05

p<.01

p<.05

p<.05

p<.05

* asterisks indicdting those items responded to af[lrmatlvely by over two-thirds of

female and ma]e respondents,

(a) all tests of siqgnificance are one-tailed.

both -



FOOTNOTES

1. This claim is made after a literature review of such jour-

nals as Human Communication Research, Journal of Communication,

Communication Monographs, Communication Quarterly, Quarterly

Journal of Soeech, and Communication Education. For an overview

of general peak experience research see Mathes, W., Zevon, M.,
Roter., P., and Joerger, S., '"Peak Experience Tendencies: Scale

Development and Theory Testing," Journal of Humanistic Psychologv,

1982, 22, 92-108.

21
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