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ABSTRACT 

Electronic mail or e-Mail is perceived as one 
category of Computer-mediated communication, which 
provides opportunities for people to communicate 
directly with one another via computer rather than       
by telephone conversation or writing letter. 

In e-Mail communication as well as interpersonal 
communication, each person assumes roles as both 
sender and receiver of messages, which involves 
adaptation and spontaneous adjustment to the other 
person in order to create mutual understanding 
among them, otherwise, communication problems 
may occur. Thus communicating through e-Mail 
probably explains some communication problems, 
which happen among communicators like any other 
forms of interpersonal communication. 

The Cognitive complexity is suggested in this 
research as one personality variable that can explain 
understanding/ misunderstanding in e-Mail commu-
nication and to identify how it effects interpersonal 
communication and interpersonal relationship of 
communicator. 

A survey questionnaire was employed in this 
study with fourth-year students from all nine schools 
at Bangkok University including Thai and inter-
national programs. Three hundreds and sixty students 
were selected by using Yamane’s technique and the 
multi stage random sampling was considered to 
random student’s time and classes to distribute the 
questionnaires.  

In this study, the researcher classified the subject 
into two groups, students with high cognitive com-
plexity and student with low cognitive complexity by 
considering on how they value importance of eight 
communication skills of their conversational partner. 

The findings in this research were different from 
the previous study. This study revealed that both high 
and low cognitive complexity students are found to 
develop less misunderstanding and also found to 
obtain more positive relationship with their conver-
sational partner. 

 
RATIONALE 

Whereas many researchers view e-Mail as one 
medium to build or sustain the interpersonal 
relationship between senders and receivers 
(Garramone, Harris, & Anderson, 1986), however, 
they have not described e-mail interaction in detail in 
which it could create distress among communicators. 
Childress (1999)  pointed out that e-Mail alters  the 

 
traditional dynamics of face-to-face communication 
and is more critical than face-to-face communication. 
Without non-verbal cues such as body language, tone 
of voice, and facial expressions, it may be easier for 
misunderstanding to develop. Walther (1992) pointed 
out that although nonverbally transmitted messages 
are of great importance in communication, the actual 
nonverbal messages in e-mail research have been 
almost entirely ignored. Regarding to the media 
richness theory, experimental research has reported 
that electronic mail is perceived as a “lean medium” 
in which the absence of nonverbal codes affects 
users’ perceptions of the communication context and 
other participants and constrains users’ interpretation 
of messages. Such characteristics may render 
electronic mail less suitable for certain commu-
nication purposes. (Rice, 1984; and Trivino, Lengel, 
& Daft, 1987) 

Another point is that communicators of both 
sides may come from different backgrounds such as 
countries, ages, and organizational position (Cou-
pland, Wiemann, & Giles, 1991) and genders (Maltz, 
& Borker, 1982). This may cause misunderstanding 
and misperceptions in communication. 

It is the fact that the same words carry 
different meanings for the two members of the 
conversation. When this occurs, it is as if the 
participants possess different dictionaries, 
providing them with conflicting denotative 
meanings for the same words 
(Mulac, Erlanson, & Farrar, 1998, p.2) 

These barriers lead to failure in understanding of 
their conversational partner and can limit or deter in 
interpersonal communication. Besides, some 
researchers suggest that personality variables of 
communicators also influence communication in 
ways that each communicator is different in how they 
communicate or how they come to understand others’ 
messages. A self-related variable is one category of 
personality variables consisting of self-esteem and 
self-concept, machiavellianism, locus of control, 
cognitive complexity, authoritarianism and dogma-
tism and optimism (Daly & Diesel, 1992). 

Cognitive complexity is an interesting variable. It 
refers to an ability of one person to understand 
another person’s concern by seeing things from his or 
her own perspective. Thus misunderstanding may 
simply arise if one receiver’s perspective is 
contradicted to what one sender tries to communicate. 



Misunderstanding is inevitable in any commu-
nication situation even in face-to-face commu-
nication. To study about misunderstanding is to 
improve ‘opportunity’ to experience our conception 
and limitation of our senses generally. And this 
opportunity can be used to “look and listen rather 
than to correct any misunderstanding of other people” 
(Mortensen, 1997, p.179).  

Giffin and Patton (1971) stated, “one view of 
human communication that we have suggested is that 
successful communication means the overcoming of 
inherent potential barriers.” Then in order to reach 
interpersonal communication effectiveness, cognitive 
complexity as suggested in this study is a means to 
overcome misunderstanding of gaining messages 
(Giffin & Patton, 1971, p.9, 159). 
 
PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The notion of Receiver Apprehension (RA) was 
conceived by Wheeless (1978) as “. . . the fear of 
misinterpreting, inadequately processing, and/or 
being able to adjust psychologically to messages sent 
by others” (p.263). Since that time, a variety of 
research has been conducted to determine the nature 
and correlates of RA. Scholars have found RA to be 
related to listening effectiveness (e.g., Roberts, 
1986), information processing (e.g., Beatty, 1981), 
education (e.g., McDowell & McDowell, 1978), and 
cognitive complexity (e.g., Beatty & Payne, 1981). 

Cognitive complexity seems closely related to 
RA. The more developed one’s cognitive complexity 
is, the less likely one will experience RA. In other 
words, cognitive complexity reduces amount of one’s 
fear of misinterpreting or misunderstanding when 
communicating with one another. Cognitive com-
plexity of communicators can probably be applied to 
explain misunderstanding. It is also one factor to 
explain personality differences of communicators 
that may also cause misunderstanding in E-mail 
communication. 

As mentioned above, E-mail has an ability to 
encourage personal relationship. (Jackson, 1996; Lea 
and Spears 1995; and Rheingold, 1993). However, 
when misunderstanding occurs, the relationship 
among communicators should be affected. Martin 
(1992) stated that it is reasonable to expect that 
individuals who are relatively non-complex in their 
relational cognition should demonstrate important 
limitation in their ability to interpret the messages as 
well as in the variety of relational communication 
moves in which they engage. Thus differences in 
cognitive complexity on each communicator might 
have an effect on the interpersonal relationship as 
well. Over those concepts, it led to the following 
three research questions. 

RQ1: Can cognitive complexity of commu-
nicators explain misunderstanding through e-Mail 
interaction? 

RQ2: Can cognitive complexity of commu-
nicators influence interpersonal relationship through 
e-Mail interaction? 

RQ3: How can cognitive complexity in-
fluence interpersonal relationship of communicators 
through e-Mail interaction?  
 

HYPOTHESIS FORMULATION 
According to the previous research, Burleson 

and Samter (1990) found that high complexity 
individuals perceived affectively oriented commu-
nication skills as significantly more important than 
did low-complexity persons. Affective oriented 
communication skill includes conflict management, 
ego support, comforting and regulative skill. In 
contrast, those low in complexity perceived non-
affectively-oriented skills as more important than did 
those of high cognitive complexity. Nonaffective 
oriented skill consists of Conversational skill, 
persuasive, narrative and referential skill. 

A cognitive complex person views others in 
terms of many different categories and they are likely 
to “code the full range of nuances and subtleties in 
another’s personality, including their inevitable 
contradiction” (Kelly, 1992, p.422). People with high 
cognitive complexity are better understanding others 
than people with less cognitive complexity, and they 
may develop less misunderstanding in commu-
nication as well. 

Mortensen (1997) indicated that misunder-
standing could explain widespread tendency, and 
great potential, for perceived agreement and under-
standing. Relational ties become involvement when 
the communicators understand each other more than 
they actually do. Wood (1997) noted that friendships 
might also be strained when friends misinterpret each 
other’s communication and misunderstanding also 
arises from differences of communicators’ them-
selves. How they interpret and judge others’ 
communication, for example, is the root of tension 
and hurt. Thus, if people with high cognitive com-
plexity can reduce misunderstanding, they may have 
a more positive relationship with others than people 
with low cognitive complexity. 

H1: High cognitive complexity individual will 
develop less misunderstanding when communicating 
via E-mail. 

H2: High cognitive complexity individual will 
obtain a more positive relationship with others than 
low cognitive complexity individual when 
communicating via e-Mail. 

In summary, people with high cognitive 
complexity develop less misunderstanding when 
communicating via e-Mail as well as they will obtain 
a more positive relationship with others than people 
with low cognitive complexity. 

 
 



Figure 1: Elaborated Conceptual Model 
 

 
 
 

METHOD 
Three hundreds and sixty (fourth-year) students 

(regular program) from all 9 schools at Bangkok 
University, semester year 2001 were selected by 
using Yamane’s technique and the multi stage 
random sampling was used to random student’s 
classes.  Most of the respondents had experience with 
using e-Mail 1-5 years and prefer to send e-Mail at 
night time to their close friend with Thai language. 

In this research, the subjects were divided into 
two groups: high cognitive complexity and low 
cognitive complexity individuals in order to study the 
effects of cognitive complexity and interpersonal 
relationship by using the Questionnaire to Classify 
the Level of Cognitive Complexity (Burleson & 
Samter, 1990). The Feelings of Understanding/ 
Misunderstanding Scale (FUM) (Cahn & Shulman, 
1984) was used to measure the perceptions of 
understanding or misunderstanding from using         
e-Mail. And the Interpersonal Solidarity Scale (ISS) 
(Wheeless, 1976) was used to measure the relation-
ships in their interpersonal communications. 

After collecting data, the respondents’ scores 
were tallied and summed to obtain the total scores of 
each measuring instrument and its subscales. The 
data were put into the computer system by using 
SPSS/PC+ program to analyze the data.  

To test Hypothesis 1, the researcher used 
Multivariate Analysis (Hotelling T2) to examine the 
relationship between cognitive complexity and the 
feeling of understanding/ misunderstanding.  If  

the multivariate result is significant, the researcher 
would employ a univariate t-test to investigate 
whether the high cognitive complexity students 
would develop less misunderstanding than low 
cognitive complexity students when communicating 
via e-Mail. 

To test Hypothesis 2, the researcher used Multi-
variate Analysis (Hotelling T2) to examine the 
relationship between cognitive complexity and the 
relationship between communicators. If the multi-
variate result were significant, the researcher would 
employ a univariate t-test to investigate whether the 
high cognitive complexity students would obtain a 
more positive relationship with others than low 
cognitive complexity students when communicating 
via e-Mail. The level to accept or reject a hypothesis 
is set at .05. 
 
RESULTS 

The objectives of this study are to identify how 
cognitive complexity can explain understanding/ 
misunderstanding via e-Mail interaction as well as 
how it affects on interpersonal communication and 
interpersonal relationship. Cahn and Shulman’s 
(1984) Feelings of Understanding/ Misunderstanding 
Scale (FUM) and Burleson and Samter’s Commu-
nicative Functions Questionnaire (CFQ) were 
adjusted in this study to classify an individual’s level 
of cognitive complexity by considering on how people 
value on the communication skill of their conversational 



partner and to identify how each level of cognitive 
complexity affects interpersonal communication and 
interpersonal relationship. This section is discussed 
according to the hypotheses testing. 

Hypothesis One: the first hypothesis predicted 
that a person with high cognitive complexity would 
develop less misunderstanding when communicating 
via e-Mail. According to Burleson and Samter 
(1990), people with high cognitive complexity are 
the ones who perceived affectively oriented 
communication skills [ego supportive, comforting, 
conflict management, and regulative skills], as 
significantly more important than those with low 
cognitive complexity. In contrast, those with low 
cognitive complexity perceived nonaffectively 
oriented skills [persuasive, narrative, referential, and 
conversational skills], as more important than those 
with high cognitive complexity.  

The findings in this research are not compatible 
with those of the previous research. This study 
revealed that both high and low cognitive complexity 
students are found to develop less misunderstanding 
when communicating via e-Mail. This means people 
who perceive importance of conflict management 
skill, comforting skill, regulative skill, which are in 
affectively oriented skill group or high cognitive 
complexity person developed less misunderstanding 
when communicating via e-Mail than those who 
posses low level of those skill. The same findings are 
found among people who place greater value in 
referential skill, conversational skill and persuasion  
skill which are in nonaffectively skill group or low 
cognitive complexity people. The findings partially 
support the first hypothesis. 

The students are more likely to place grater 
value on their conversational partner’s abilities to 
manage interpersonal problems such as conflict 
management skill and ability to make another feel 
better when they are depressed such as comforting 
skill. Even the abilities to get people to modify their 
thoughts and behaviors or so-called persuasion skill 
are perceived as an important communication skill. 
Thus, it might be reasonable to assume that such 
persuasion skill, which is perceived by low cognitive 
complexity person, is quite important among Thai 
students to develop less misunderstanding. The 
persuasion skill makes the students opinions accep-
table and get acrossed. This might affect on how they 
place grater value on the communication skill like 
persuasion skill, which is ability of their 
conversational partner to make them change their 
thoughts and behavior. 

Hypothesis two: the second hypothesis predicted 
that a person with high cognitive complexity would 
obtain a more positive relationship with others than 
those with low cognitive complexity when 
communicating via e-Mail. The results revealed that 
both high and low cognitive complexity students are 
found to obtain more positive relationship. 

People who perceived importance of the conflict 
management skill, regulative skill, ego supportive 
skill, which are in affectively oriented skill group 
(high cognitive complexity person) and people who 
place greater value on persuasion, referential skill, 
conversational skill and narrative skill which are in 
nonaffectively oriented skill group (low cognitive 
complexity person) obtained more positive 
relationship with their conversational partner than 
those with low level of all those skills. 

Burleson and Samter (1990) who examined 
cognitive complexity with friend relationship 
suggested that there are developmentally related 
individual differences in how friends are recognized 
and the concept of friendship is understood. Further, 
their research indicated these differences in 
friendship cognition are systematically related to 
differences in friendship activities and behaviors. 
They have found that individual difference in 
interpersonal cognition predicted the importance 
subjects placed on several different communication 
skills of their friends. There are, however, factors 
other than social cognition that probably influence 
the value people place on the communication skill of 
friends. As shown in table 1, most of respondents are 
between 20-24 years old (84.6%). This means that 
they are in late adolescent period. Thus the 
conceptions of the friend relationship could change 
over the course of childhood and adolescence. And 
beliefs about the importance of different 
communication skills may also change systematically 
with development even during the adult years. 
Cultural factors like Thai context, gender generalized 
value orientations, and other personality and 
situational factors may also influence the importance 
people assign to different communication skills of 
their friends.  

Moreover, experiences with e-Mail commu-
nication should be considered. The researcher found 
that most of the respondents (70.3%) took about 1-2 
hours with e-Mail communication and one-third 
(37.5%) used e-Mail periodically. Such data should 
be considered in the way that the duration of time per 
usage is inadequate to make clear about one’s 
message. They might have to concentrate longer with 
the message or they ought to spend time more 
continuously with their e-Mail message. 
 
DISCUSSION 

There are several shortcomings in this research. 
Firstly, Burleson and Samter’s (1990) Communi-
cative Function Questionnaire (CFQ) was recently 
developed and applied for only the second time in 
hypothesis testing. Hence, the validity of some 
constructs may not be adequately examined, thus 
causing sorts of ambiguity and misunderstanding 
among the respondents. 

Secondly, the questionnaire consists 4 parts, 
which may be too lengthy for undergraduate students  



to answer. Moreover, most of the questions are about 
the cognitive complexity or psychological statements 
that might be too difficult for the respondents. As a 
result, they might not pay full attention to this 
questionnaire. This may affect and distort the result 
of the study. 

Thirdly, the subjects themselves may affect this 
study. The subjects were selected from forth-year 
students of Bangkok University only. There are other 
private and public universities in Thailand, which are 
not in Bangkok, with different, age and also 
experiences in electronic mail. Hence, the generali-
zability of the research findings is limited to only 
students who share similar characteristics and e-Mail 
experience with the respondents of this study. 

Lastly, it was found that the number of students 
using E-mail in adolescent period is reduced because 
they are likely to use chatting instead since chatting 
is faster than e-Mail. Sender can send message to 
receiver and get responses right away (Murphy & 
Collins, 2001). Hence, the respondents might possess 
limited experiences with E-mail communication and 
as a result, develop less relationship with friends via 
e-Mail. This may render them unable to specify 
clearly their understanding/misunderstanding or 
positive/ negative relationship occurring from e-Mail 
communication. 
 
IMPLICATION 

This study attempted to investigate whether the 
cognitive complexity of one person can relate to 
understanding/ misunderstanding in e-Mail commu-
nication and whether the cognitive complexity also 
affects interpersonal relationship. The major finding 
is both high and low cognitive complexity students 
develop less misunderstanding in e-Mail commu-

nication and both high and low cognitive complexity 
students obtain more positive relationship in e-Mail 
interaction as well. In this research, the researcher 
classified the level of cognitive complexity by examining 
the value of the perceived importance of eight 
communication skills. Thus, for future research, other 
communication skills should also be suggested. Some of 
them include listening skill, interpretive skill etc. 

To classify the cognitive complexity, the future 
research might apply the Crockett’s Role Category 
Questionnaire (RCQ) into Thai context in order to 
compare with this research whether it is suitable with 
Thai context or not. 

Another point is that there are other personality 
variables rather than cognitive complexity such as 
self-esteem, which refers to how good or how bad 
people feel about them; or self-concept, which refers 
to how people feel they are different from others, 
which might cause the way people, understand 
other’s messages as well. 

These self-variables may be included into the 
conceptual model to see whether and how they might 
contribute to understanding/misunderstanding or 
positive/negative relationships when communicating 
via e-Mail. 

In addition, to study about cognitive complexity 
in e-Mail communication, the researcher focused 
only on the communication among undergraduate 
students. Thus it should be more reasonable to 
generate the study into the organizational context. 
The researcher believed that e-Mail communication 
is perceived as an important tool in organizational 
communication, for example, communication among 
coworker or with customers. Thus the findings might 
be useful to develop one organization in the near 
future 

 
 

TABLES: 
 
Table 1: Respondents Classified by Sex and Age 

     Characteristics         Frequency    Percent  
     Sex 
  Female   157     62.1 

  Male     96                37.9  
     Age 
  15-19 years    29     11.4  
  20-24 years  214     84.6  
  25-29 years    10       4.0 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Table 2: e-Mail Experiences 

e-Mail Experiences         Frequency              Percent  
Experience with using e-mail 
Less than 1 year     5        2 
1-5 years              225   88.9 
 6-10 years               23     9.1 
Use e-mail with: 
 Family member                 9     3.6 
 Close friend             209                82.6 
 Boy/girl friend                            26   10.3 
 Other                   9     3.6 
Learn e-mail from:        
 Self                                        110     43.5 
 Course               11        4.3 
 Friend              126     49.8 
 Other                 6        2.4 
Language  
 Thai                                        157    62.1 
 English               96     37.9 
Duration of time per usage 
 Less than 1 hour              43                   17 
 1-2 hours                          178                70.3 
 3-4 hours              27                10.7 
 5 hours and over                             5                     2 
Frequency of use 
 Always               60                               23.7 
Often               51                               20.2 
 Sometimes              95                                            37.5 
 Rarely               47                               18.6 
Time when using e-mail 
 Morning              13                                 5.1 
 Afternoon               30                               11.9 
 Evening               49                               19.4 
Night                               152                 60.1 
 Other                9                                 3.6 
N = 253 

 
Table 3: Understanding (Understanding / Misunderstanding) 

Skills  F Finding  Mean 
                                High in skill       Low in skill 

Conflict Management skill  4.472 **  Understanding 3.1733   2.9975 
  Misunderstanding 2.1992  2.4631 
Comforting skill  4.911 ** Understanding 3.2051  3.0317 
  Misunderstanding 2.1752  2.3695 
Regulative skill  4.831 ** Understanding 3.2407  3.0765 
  Misunderstanding 2.1752  2.3228 
Ego supportive skill  2.158 Understanding 3.1911  3.0471 
  Misunderstanding 2.2195  3.1911 
Persuasion skill  3.827 Understanding 3.2257  3.0928 
  Misunderstanding 2.1276  2.3157 
Referential skill  4.796 ** Understanding 3.1964  3.0366 
  Misunderstanding 2.1749  2.3838 
Conversational skill  6.775 ** Understanding 3.2201  3.0183 
  Misunderstanding 2.1603  2.3814 
Narrative skill  1.962 Understanding 3.2145  3.0829 
  Misunderstanding 2.2120  2.2726 

 



 
 

Table 4: Relationship (Positive/ Negative) 
Skills F Finding  Mean 

   High in skill Low in skill 
Conflict Management skill  1.804 Positive 3.1811 2.9825 
  Negative  3.0519 3.0292 
Comforting skill 4.911 Positive 3.3844 2.9011 
  Negative 3.0529 3.0392 
Regulative skill 4.831 Positive 3.3703 2.9954 
  Negative 2.9916 3.0861 
Ego supportive skill 2.158 Positive 3.2564 2.9294 
  Negative 3.0893 2.9664 
Persuasion skill 3.827 Positive 3.4162 2.9844 
  Negative 3.0135 3.0687 
Referential skill 4.796 Positive 3.2349 2.9719 
  Negative 3.0570 3.0303 
Conversational skill 6.775 ** Positive 3.2539 2.9738 
  Negative 3.0440 3.0545 
Narrative skill 1.962 ** Positive 3.3625 2.9666 
  Negative 3.1404 2.9710 
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