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Building a Common Plane of Understanding (CPU) 
in the Process of Interpersonal Communication
Budowanie wspólnej płaszczyzny porozumienia 

w procesie komunikacji interpersonalnej

ABSTRACT

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE: This study aims to demonstrate the role of a common plane of un-
derstanding (CPU) in interpersonal communication. It analyzes the distribution of communication 
dimensions (CD) – information (CDI), energy-emotion (CDEE), collaboration and common activity 
(CDCC), and relation (CDR) – in the process of building CPU. Additionally, it examines the rela-
tionship between CPU and effective communication (EC).

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND METHODS: Two theses were formulated: 1. There is a con-
nection between the structuring of the communication process and building CPU; 2. There is 
a connec tion between CPU and EC. A systemic, structural, and constructivist approach was ap-
plied to analyze these relationships.

THE PROCESS OF ARGUMENTATION: CPU is a shared platform for understanding, which 
encompasses the regulation and coordination of the forms of variability in the communication pro-
cess (FVCP), including CD. CPU is indispensable for communication, as it enables the sender (S) 
and receiver (R) to exchange information and establish meaning. The communication process un-
folds across four dimensions: DCI, DCEE, DCCC, and DCR. Each of these dimensions contributes 
uniquely to the formation of CPU.

RESEARCH RESULTS: Proper regulation and coordination of FVCP, including CD, correspond 
to the development of CPU. The research presented in this article substantiates the interdepend-
ence of communication dimensions and CPU. In casual conversation, the dimensions that contrib-
ute most significantly to CPU, in order of impact, are DCCC, DCR, DCEE, and DCI.

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND APPLICABLE VALUE OF RESEARCH: 
The influence of CD on CPU suggests that the transmission of information through the infor-
mational dimension must be preceded by the appropriate regulation of the other dimensions. 
Expanding one’s knowledge, skills, and competencies in each CD is a valuable endeavor: it 
strengthens not only CPU buildingt but also communication effectiveness. CPU is a vital element 
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of interpersonal communication, as it facilitates mutual understanding and meaningful interaction 
between interlocutors. 

 → KEYWORDS:  interpersonal communication, common plane 
of understanding, communication dimensions, 
effective communication, regulation & coordination

STRESZCZENIE

CEL NAUKOWY: Ukazanie roli, jaką odgrywa wspólna płaszczyzna porozumienia (WPP) w pro-
cesie komunikacji interpersonalnej. Analiza udziału wymiarów komunikacji (WK): informacyjnego 
(WKI), energetyczno-emocjonalnego (WKEE), współdziałania, wspólnego wykonywania czegoś 
(WKWW) i relacyjnego (WKR) w budowaniu WPP. Pokazanie związku między WPP a efektywnym 
komunikowaniem się (EK).

PROBLEM I METODY BADAWCZE: Sformułowano dwie tezy: 1. Istnieje związek między ustruk-
turowaniem procesu komunikacji (PK) a budowaniem WPP. 2. Istnieje związek między WPP a EK. 
Do analizy treści opisujących związki wymienione w tezach zastosowano podejście systemowe, 
strukturalne i konstruktywistyczne. 

PROCES WYWODU: W ramach WPP dokonuje się regulacja i koordynacja form zmienności 
procesu komunikacji (FZPK), w tym WK. WPP jest funkcjonalnie niezbędna dla PK, ponieważ 
umożliwia N(adawcy) i O(dbiorcy) wymianę informacji i ustalanie ich znaczenia. PK rozgrywa się 
na czterech wymiarach: WKI, WKEE, WKWW i WKR. Każdy z nich wnosi swój specyficzny wkład 
w budowanie WPP. 

WYNIKI ANALIZY NAUKOWEJ: Odpowiednia regulacja i koordynacja FZPK, w tym WK ma zwią-
zek z budowaniem WPP. Badania własne przytoczone w artykule wskazują, że istnieje zależność 
między WK a WPP. Największy wpływ na budowanie WPP w trakcie swobodnej rozmowy mają 
w kolejności wymiary: WKWW, WKR, WKEE i WKI. 

WNIOSKI, REKOMENDACJE I APLIKACYJNE ZNACZENIE WPŁYWU BADAŃ: Wpływ WK 
na budowanie WPP wskazuje, że przekazywanie informacji w WKI powinno być poprzedzone od-
powiednią regulacją pozostałych wymiarów. Warto poszerzać swoją wiedzę, umiejętności i kom-
petencje w każdym z WK, gdyż przyczynia się to nie tylko do sprawniejszego budowania WPP, ale 
również do efektywniejszej komunikacji. Budowanie WPP jest istotnym elementem procesu ko-
munikacji interpersonalnej, ponieważ umożliwia uwspólnienie znaczenia między interlokutorami 
i nawiazanie między nimi kontaktu. 

 → SŁOWA KLUCZOWE:  komunikacja interpersonalna, wspólna 
płaszczyzna porozumienia, wymiary komunikacji, 
efektywna komunikacja, regulacja i koordynacja
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Introduction

Interpersonal communication is one of many processes that are essential to human 
functioning. However, compared to cognitive processes such as perception, attention, 
memory, and thinking, it has several distinct characteristics. First, it involves at least 
two individuals – a sender (S) and a receiver (R) – who alternate roles throughout the 
interaction. Second, both interlocutors actively contribute to the communication pro-
cess (CP), co-constructing it, though not always to the same degree. Third, this makes 
communication both an individual and a social phenomenon. This dual nature is also 
tied to the use of a shared code, mainly linguistic and symbolic, by both the sender and 
the receiver (Philips, 2007; Sztompka, 2016; Turner, 2002).
 Heath and Bryant (2000) define communication as “a process or set of actions by 
which people share symbols as they create meaning through interaction” (p. 1). More 
broadly, a process can be understood as a series of steps or stages connected by rela-
tionships that work toward a specific goal or final outcome (Frydrychowicz, 2021). In the 
case of interpersonal communication, this goal is for the sender and receiver to construct 
a message, mutually agree on its meaning, and ultimately reach an understanding.

Theoretical Approaches to the Communication Process

This article applies three theoretical perspectives to the study of interpersonal com-
munication: the structural approach (Bertalanffy, 1984), the systems approach (Heath 
& Bryant, 2000), and the constructivist approach (Piaget, 1981). Additionally, it is worth 
mentioning findings from neuroscience which suggest that mirror neurons play a key 
role in shaping interpersonal communication between S and R (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 
2004; Rostowski & Rostowska, 2014). Similarly, synchronization between individuals 
engaged in shared activities has been identified as an important factor in communica-
tion (Condon, 1984; Takamizawa & Kawasaki, 2019). However, due to space limitations, 
these two topics will not be discussed in detail in this article.
 A systems meta-theoretical perspective (systems meta-theory) assumes the follow-
ing principles:

1. Communication systems are self-regulating, characterized by goal orientation, 
regulation, adaptation, and feedback mechanisms.

2. A change in one part of the system triggers changes in all other parts.
3. “Relationships among people are complex, interdependent, dynamic, self-ad-

justing, and goal oriented” (Heath & Bryant, 2000, p. 32).
 This dynamic systems approach to communication allows for an analysis of both the 
structure of the communication process – its components and their interconnections – 
as well as the mechanisms of regulation and coordination that determine these inter-
connections. In contrast, the constructivist approach posits that the elements of com-
munication and their relationships do not arise randomly but are actively constructed, 



112 Horyzonty Wychowania/Horizons of Education, 2025, Vol. 24, No. 69,  109–120

Stefan Frydrychowicz

both consciously and unconsciously, by interlocutors. In this paradigm, regulation and 
coordination act as mechanisms responsible for structuring communication. A key exam-
ple of constructivist behavior in communication is the development of a common plane 
of understanding (CPU), which enables interlocutors to collaboratively construct mes-
sages, establish a shared understanding of conveyed meanings, and build meaningful 
connections. 
 Building on these theoretical foundations, this study addresses two research 
questions:

1. Is there a relationship between the structure and dimensions of the communi-
cation process and the development of CPU?

2. Is there a relationship between CPU and EC?
The significance of these research questions lies in their focus on the core components 
of interpersonal communication. They look at how different communication dimensions 
shape CPU and how CPU, in turn, helps people communicate more effectively. Under-
standing these relationships is vital for analyzing the dynamics of the communication 
process and enhancing communication effectiveness among interlocutors.

Structuring the Communication Process and Building a Common 
Plane of Understanding

A preliminary analysis of the communication process (CP) reveals fundamental ele-
ments that can be described as forms of variability – the building blocks of communica-
tion. These include communication dimensions (CD) (explored in detail below), spoken 
utterances and their components (words, sentences, and sequences of speech), and 
nonverbal elements such as facial expressions, gaze, gestures, posture, and appear-
ance. Additionally, the forms of variability in the communication process (FVCP) encom-
pass paralinguistic features – such as voice volume, intonation, timbre, speech rate, and 
pauses – alongside other elements that shape communication (Frydrychowicz, 2021).
 These forms of variability are used by interlocutors to construct messages in a dynam-
ic process, which relies on two key mechanisms: regulation and coordination. Regulation 
refers to the adjustment of intensity within various forms of variability. This process can 
be understood as “calibrating” different communication elements to control their impact. 
For example, a speaker may raise or lower their voice (Bręński, 2015; Frydrychowicz, 
1999) or modify their facial expressions and gestures to convey emotions with greater 
or lesser intensity. Coordination, on the other hand, involves the integration, synchroni-
zation, and alignment of these forms of variability, both within an individual’s own com-
munication and between interlocutors. This ensures that both S and R can effectively 
construct their messages while maintaining the natural flow of interaction. Coordination 
is particularly important for mutual understanding as it allows interlocutors to accurately 
interpret messages, take turns in conversation, and establish a shared comprehension 
of meaning. 
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Defining CPU 

CPU is a cognitive and interactive space that enables the coordination of forms of variabil-
ity in the communication process between interlocutors. Within this framework, a shared 
understanding of meaning is established, which allows both the sender and receiver to 
align their interpretation of the messages being exchanged. Because achieving mutual 
understanding in communication relies on agreeing on the meaning of messages, CPU 
is functionally indispensable to the communication process. This functional necessity 
means that the CPU must be present for communication to be truly effective. However, it 
is not a physical or material structure; rather, it is a mentally co-constructed space, shaped 
by both S and R, where such coordination and meaning alignment become possible.
 Research suggests that executive functions – such as working memory, planning, in-
hibition, cognitive flexibility, and task monitoring (Diamond, 2013; Putko, 2008; Peterson 
& Welsh, 2014) – play a role in shaping and maintaining CPU. From this perspective, CPU 
can be understood as a set of dynamically evolving memory traces related to the forms of 
variability in communication, as well as the content of messages being exchanged. These 
memory traces persist in working memory throughout the interaction, allowing for contin-
uous adaptation and refinement of meaning. Importantly, CPU is not limited to a single 
moment in communication – it extends beyond the immediate “here and now.” Once ini-
tiated, CPU can evolve, expand, or diminish over the course of successive interactions 
between interlocutors. In this way, CPU contributes not only to momentary understanding 
but also to the long-term development of interpersonal relationships.

Dimensions of Communication and Their Role in Constructing CPU 

The dimensions of interpersonal communication are key components of the communi-
cation process. As forms of variability of the communication process (FVCP), they are 
actively utilized by both S and R to construct messages. Although communication is 
often seen as just a transmission of information, it involves much more. In interpersonal 
interactions, people also express their emotions, share their feelings toward each other 
and the topics being discussed, and exchange experiences, skills, and knowledge. This 
process requires coordination and interaction. Additionally, communication plays a cru-
cial role in defining and shaping relationships between individuals.
 Based on this understanding, we distinguish four fundamental dimensions of com-
munication (DC):

1. Informational (DCI) – focused on the clear and effective transmission of content.
2. Emotional-Energetic (DCEE) – related to the expression of emotions and ge-

nerating mental energy.
3. Collaborative and common activities (DCC) – encompassing cooperation and 

joint activities.
4. Relational (DCR) – defining and managing interpersonal relationships.
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 Early research within the pragmatic approach to communication, particularly the 
work of the Palo Alto School, identified two key dimensions of interpersonal commu-
nication: the informational and relational aspects (Watzlawick et al., 1972). Efforts to 
identify the fundamental components of communication are also reflected in Schulz von 
Thun’s (2005) interpersonal communication model, which differentiates four key levels 
of communication:

1. Factual content – ensuring clarity and comprehensibility in message delivery.
2. Interpersonal relationship – addressing how the interaction is established and 

perceived.
3. Self-revelation – conveying personal information.
4. Appeal – influencing others to achieve communication goals.

Informational Dimension of Communication and Its Role 
in Building CPU 

DCI refers to the content conveyed in a message (Watzlawick et al., 1972). It relates to 
facts, things that have happened, occurred, and can be perceived and interpreted. The 
essence of information transfer is to acquire new knowledge that expands one’s skills, 
competencies, and understanding, which can potentially lead to changes in thinking and 
actions in the area relevant to the message. In cybernetic terms, information is a meas-
ure of the predictability of signals, determined by the number of choices that the sender 
can make (Fiske, 1999). A message with high predictability is considered redundant 
and provides little new information. For example, phrases such as: “I would like to add 
something,” “I was just thinking,” or “I won’t get involved with this” are predictable and 
contain minimal new content. On the other hand, a high-entropy message, such as “You 
require comprehensive treatment” (spoken by a doctor to a patient), presents valuable, 
unpredictable information. 
 DCI is effectively regulated from the perspective of EC and its contribution to build-
ing CPU when both interlocutors (S and R) possess the same information and share 
its meaning. As a result, they become members of an “information community” (Doma-
chowski, 1993, p. 125). It might seem that the more information people exchange, the 
better the communication. However, Wu and Keysar (2007) argue that when people 
communicate a large amount of information that was previously known only to them, it 
actually reduces EC. The transmission of relevant information (cf. Grice, 1980) – that 
both S and R share in meaning – is the most important contribution of the DCI to build-
ing CPU. Relevant information is crucial for S and R, as it directly pertains to the subject 
matter of the conversation or communication. It represents the heart of the problem, dis-
cussion, or exchange of ideas. In this regard, the proper implementation of DCI requires 
minimizing or eliminating unnecessary information that does little to contribute to build-
ing CPU, while exposing relevant details that directly address the heart of the issue at 
hand.
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 The Emotional-Energetic Dimension (DCEE) is key to expressing emotions and gen-
erating the mental energy that supports the effective flow of the communication process. 
In this dimension, the emotional stance of S towards both the message and R is com-
municated. The concept of energy is also tied to the level of involvement of both inter-
locutors in the communication process and their ability to sustain it. This engagement is 
possible when the interlocutors are attentive and fully present during the communication 
(Manusov, 2020). Motivation to communicate also plays a significant role here (Morreale 
et al., 2015).
 Within this dimension, S and R “provide” each other with mental energy, which regu-
lates their communication behavior. As Matczak (2008) notes, the energizing function per-
tains to the role of emotions in mobilizing resources and prompting action. For DCEE to 
function effectively, the interlocutors must exhibit behaviors that are genuine and sincere. 
An attitude of openness, expressed through open, “warm” communication, facilitates this 
process (Nęcki, 1996). From the perspective of building a positive relationship, it is im-
portant to balance emotional expression and the energy invested in communication, by 
adjusting them to the interlocutor, the situation, the topic of conversation, and the desired 
goal. Authenticity in communication builds mutual trust, which is a crucial component of 
a positive working relationship. Trust between S and R, in turn, is key to EC. 
 The third dimension of communication, Collaboration and Common Activities, focuses 
on S and R engaging in activities that bring them together instead of creating divisions. 
This dimension entails reducing psychological distance to foster closer connections and 
better cooperation in the joint construction of the communication process. This is facilitated 
by behaviors directed towards the other person. It is important for S to actively participate 
in R’s experiences, and vice versa. A key aspect of this dimension is the active interaction 
between S and R during the exchange of information and the co-creation of meaning. The 
sum of shared knowledge, beliefs, and assumptions – known as the common plane of un-
derstanding – is a prerequisite for meaningful interaction and joint activity (Clark, 1996).
 DCCC is also strongly supported by developmental foundations. Tomasello (2005) 
notes that around 9−12 months of age, a child develops the ability to decode and un-
derstand communicative intentions during interactions with adults, as well as the abil-
ity to jointly focus attention on an observed object. This occurs within a “shared scene,” 
which refers to situations of collaboration and joint attention (Tomasello, 2002; Medei-
ros, 2021). As development progresses, it becomes increasingly possible to share per-
spectives on perception and understanding of reality, which is an important element in 
building a positive relationship (CPU).
 Schaffer (2006) identifies reciprocity and intentionality as key factors for social ex-
change, which is also significant in establishing CPU. Reciprocity refers to the belief 
that interaction should be built through the active participation of both interlocutors, with 
their roles being coordinated and interchangeable. Intentionality, on the other hand, re-
lates to the setting of communication goals and the planning of behaviors necessary to 
achieve these goals. The co-creation of the communication process by both S and R is 
the most important contribution of this dimension to building CPU.
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 The fourth dimension of communication involves the relationship between S and R. 
Communication requires the involvement of both interlocutors, leading to the formation 
of a unique relationship between them (Watzlawick et al., 1972). A relationship is de-
fined as the way one person positions themselves in relation to another (Morreale et 
al., 2015). Watzlawick et al. (1972) distinguish between two types of relationships: sym-
metrical and complementary. A symmetrical relationship is characterized by equality and 
mutual reflection of behaviors, such as in the relationship between friends. In contrast, 
in a complementary relationship, one person’s behavior is complemented by the other’s; 
one person is necessary for the functioning of the complementary system. An example 
of this is the relationship between a doctor and a patient.
 It is important to note that symmetrical and complementary relationships do not 
always arise from social roles or status, but can also stem from specific behaviors. For 
instance, a boss’s lack of assertiveness in a situation that calls for it could undermine 
their authority and shift the relationship dynamic. However, it is worth emphasizing that 
rigidly adhering to a complementary relationship, especially when elements of a sym-
metrical relationship could be introduced, may not always be beneficial. A symmetrical 
relationship appears to better support the proportional contribution of S and R to the 
communication process and promotes the development of CPU.
 In a study conducted by the author (2021), examining the relationship between DC 
and CPU, 60 participants (8 men and 52 women) were selected at random from a group 
of 126 individuals. The participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 41 years, with an average 
age of 23.3 years and a standard deviation of 4.53 (median = 21 years). Verbal and 
non-verbal behaviors of the participants were recorded during a casual conversation 
using two cameras (one focused on S and the other on R), high-definition microphones, 
and a digital sound recorder.
 To operationalize the explanatory variable – DC intensity – and measure it, six in-
dicators for DCI, two indicators for DCEE, five indicators for DCC, and five indicators 
for DCR were used. For the explained variable, CPU, one composite indicator was em-
ployed (a detailed list of indicators and their descriptions can be found in the author, 
2021, pp. 77−80). The duration of the communication process under analysis ranged from 
about 3 to 7 minutes. A second-by-second coding of the intensity of each of the 19 indi-
cators for CD and CPU was applied (on a scale of 3-2-1-0). For example, in a 3-minute 
conversation, there were 19 indicators × 180 seconds = 3420 raw entries, multiplied by 
2 (for the two participants), resulting in 6,840 records for each pair of participants. The 
results were calculated for 30 pairs of participants.
 To determine the strength of the relationship between the time distribution of CD 
intensity differences between S and R and the intensity of CPU, the Furr profile corre-
lation coefficient (2008) was used. The strongest positive correlations were found be-
tween: DCC and CPU (r = .535, p> .05), DCR and CPU (r = .464, p> .05), DCEE and 
CPU (r = .446, p> .05), and finally, DCI and CPU (r = .0250, p> .05). The study (Frydry-
chowicz, 2021) on the relationship between DC, EC, and the building of CPU showed 
that in the context of a casual conversation, DCC plays the largest role in constructing 
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CPU, followed by DCEE, DCR, and finally, DCI. These results are somewhat surprising, 
as one might have expected DCI to dominate the creation of CPU. However, it turns out 
that agreeing upon and sharing the meaning of the information between S and R re-
quires prior regulation of other dimensions, particularly DCC. Only after this regulation 
does DCI gain its appropriate significance in building CPU.
 Effective communication between S and R occurs when they are able to achieve 
their intentions and related goals. Communication is effective when: 

1. it is efficient, which means that both S and R use their knowledge, skills, com-
munication abilities, and other social competencies; and 

2. it is successful, which means that S and R reach the goal for which the com-
munication takes place. 

 Domachowski (2020) argues that a behavioral indicator of effective communication is 
whether “the recipient of the message behaves according to the sender’s expectations, 
based on the appropriate message conveyed to them” (p. 33). Because communication is 
built together by S and R, and each person may perceive the interaction differently, they 
need a common plane of understanding. This shared space for co-creation – CPU – is 
what makes effective communication possible. Thanks to CPU, S and R can align their 
understanding of the conveyed information, determine what is significant, and define 
the core subject of the communication. In this sense, CPU is a prerequisite for effective 
communication. Therefore, achieving CPU can motivate S and R to take action based 
on their shared understanding and agreements about the issues discussed. In this con-
text, CPU can be seen as an indicator of effective communication.

Conclusion

In response to the first research question – whether there is a relationship between the 
structure of communication (specifically DC) and CPU – the answer is yes. CPU is a rap-
idly changing platform, a component of communication, where the regulation and coor-
dination of the communication process occur, including DC. By utilizing DC, interlocutors 
construct a message, agree on its meaning through CPU, and pursue the intentions that 
brought them to the communication process. The findings from the study on the relation-
ship between DC intensity, EC and CPU suggest that DCCC has the largest impact on 
building CPU, followed by DCR, DCEE, and DCI. It is important to note that each of these 
dimensions conveys specific types of information. DCI conveys information in a literal 
sense, DCEE provides information on emotions and mental energy involved in the com-
munication process, DCCC conveys information about the collaboration between the in-
terlocutors, and DCR offers information about the relationship between S and R during 
communication. A competent communicator is able to identify essential information in each 
of these dimensions. They can also interpret the information received from R and use it 
as feedback to guide the ongoing communication process. Schramm (1971) stressed the 
role of feedback as a key element in communication in his seminal article The Nature of 



118 Horyzonty Wychowania/Horizons of Education, 2025, Vol. 24, No. 69,  109–120

Stefan Frydrychowicz

Communication between Humans. The issue of feedback and its role in communication 
is also discussed in the context of teacher-student relationships (see Bąk, 2015, 2017).
 In response to the second research question – whether there is a relationship between 
CPU and EC – it is important to emphasize that CPU can be interpreted in two ways: 

1. as a platform for understanding that is continuously constructed and co-created 
by S and R during their communication. In this sense, CPU is seen as a pro-
cess of creation; and 

2. as the outcome of CP in which S and R participate, reaching a final agreement 
on the meaning of the message. In this interpretation, CPU is the final result 
or state of CP.

 When examining the process of creating CPU during communication between 
S and R, the following stages can be identified:

1. Mutual sharing of information, knowledge, and experiences related to the topic 
of conversation.

2. Striving for full understanding of what the other person is saying and 
communicating.

3. Achieving shared meaning of the conveyed content, which results from the effort 
to jointly understand what is being said and communicated by the other person. 
(Stages 1–3 represent the active process of building CPU.)

4. Reaching a common conclusion between S and R regarding the topic of the 
conversation, determining the core of the issue being discussed.

5. Finalizing the creation of CPU by establishing contact. It is important to note 
that contact can and should be initiated from the very beginning of the process 
of building CPU , but Stage 5 represents its finalization.

 The process of creating CPU leads to EC and facilitates establishing rapport with the 
interlocutor. Establishing contact – an outcome of EC – signals that the communicative 
goal, initially shaped by intent, has been successfully reached. As outlined in this article, 
CPU plays a crucial integrative role in bridging different perspectives and helping inter-
locutors align their interpretations and understanding of reality. CPU can be considered 
a “game-changer” for the quality and effectiveness of communication. Without it, inter-
actions risk being one-sided or minimally reciprocal. With CPU, however, communica-
tion transforms into a truly interactive process–one where meaning is co-constructed, 
engagement deepens, and authentic connections are formed.
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