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7 Levels of Communication
LANGUAGE

• Two to three 
symbol 
combinations

• Example: two 
words or signs 
used together

ABSTRACT 
SYMBOLS

• Not physically 
similar to what 
they represent

• Example: 
speech, signs, 
written words

06 07
CONCRETE 
SYMBOLS

• Physically 
resemble what 
they look like 
(look, feel, 
move, or sound 
like what they 
represent)

• Example: patting 
a chair to indicate 
“sit down”

05
CONVENTIONAL 
COMMUNICATION

• Pre-symbolic 
(does not involve 
symbols)

• Conventional 
(socially 
acceptable)

• Example: 
pointing and 
nodding

04
UNCONVENTIONAL 
COMMUNICATION

• Pre-symbolic 
(does not involve 
symbols)

• Unconventional 
(not socially 
acceptable)

• Example: 
tugging on 
someone’s arm

03
INTENTIONAL
BEHAVIOR

• Behavior is 
under the 
individual’s 
control

• Not yet used to 
communicate 
intentionally

• Interpretation 
is needed

• Example: 
gazing at 
wanted item

02
PRE-INTENTIONAL 
BEHAVIOR

• Not under 
the individual’s 
control

• Reflects 
individual’s 
current state 
(comfortable, 
hungry, sleepy)

• Example: 
shifting when 
uncomfortable
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  BEHAVIOR AS COMMUNICATION

  INTENTIONAL COMMUNICATION

  SYMBOLIC COMMUNICATION

KEY:

Adapted from C. Rowland., 2004, Communication Matrix 


