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Setting the Stage

Communication, Theory, and Rese:

Chapter 1 YOU MIGHT NOT HAVE THOUGHT ABOUT THIS, BUT
What Is Communication? 3 each day the decisions we make, the media we consume,
and the relationships we experience can be enriched and

explained by communication theory. Communication theo-

Chapter 2
Framing Our Past and

ry helps us to understand other people and their commu-
nities, the media, and our associations with families, friends,
Present 16 .
roommates, co-workers, and companions. Perhaps most

importantly, communication theory makes it easier to under-

Chapter 3
Understanding the
Research Process 29

stand ourselves.
We begin our discussion of communication theory by
asking you to consider the experiences of Morgan and Alex.

After randomly being assigned as roommates, the two met

on “move-in day” at Scott Hall. They were both pretty ner-
vous. They had e-mailed each other and talked on the phone a few times, so they knew
a little bit about each other. Once they met, they started talking. They went out for
coffee the first few weeks of school, getting to know each other better. They spent a
lot of time telling stories about their families and friends, and talking about what they
look for in a partner. They both loved television, especially the “reality shows,” be-
cause they loved to see how other people dealt with their lives in times of stress. After
several weeks, Morgan and Alex became closer and felt that they'd be able to live with
each other. They were going to have to balance their desire to hang out with each
other with their need to be alone. And it was going to be give-and-take because their
schedules were completely opposite. Eventually, the two became great friends.
What you just read is an exercise in theory building. To illustrate the various ways
in which communication theory functions in the lives of Morgan and Alex, let’s

identify the various issues and see how theory played itself out. First, these roommates
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no doubt supported the research of Uncertainty Reduction Theory (Chapter 8)
through their need to reduce their uncertainty about each other. They also probably
self-disclosed some personal information to each other, underscoring a central feature
of Social Penetration Theory (Chapter 9). Next, they discovered that they both
watch television and use it to see how others live their lives, highlighting the essence
of Uses and Gratifications Theory (Chapter 22). Balancing the need to be together
with the need to remain private encompasses Relational Diafectics'Theory (Chap-
ter 11). Morgan and Alex also told personal stories to each other; storytelling is at the
heart of The Narrative Paradigm (Chapter 19). In sum, at least five communication
theories could help explain the experiences of the two roommates.

We are not suggesting that communication theory can explain all of life’s events.
Rather, it is a start to help us understand most of life’s events. We therefore set the
stage by presenting you with an important backdrop, a proscenium for understanding
this intriguing area known as communication theory.

The first Three chapters provide an important foundation for discussing each com-
munication theory. These chapters give you a general introduction to communica-
tion and to theory. First, to give you an idea about the communication discipline, in
Chapter 1 we present our definition of communication, the prevailing models of com-
munication, and other important issues such as ethics and negative communication.
Chapter 2 begins with a brief discussion of the history of the largest communication
association in the field. This is followed by a detailed analysis of the six primary contexts
of communication that serve as an organizing scheme for the rest of the book. Finally,
Chapter 3 identifies the role of doing research in theory. As you will learn, when scholars
develop a theory, it's a result of a great deal of research. We introduce several research
tools used by theorists to test and retest their theories.

Part One * Setting the Stage



