
Preface

We are quite excited to provide the third edition of Introducing Communica-
tion Theory: Analysis and Application. The success of the previous two edi-
tions is evidence that the communication theory course is thriving and that
teachers and students of communication desire theoretical understanding. This
text satisfies that desire by exploring the practical, engaging, and relevant ways
in which theory operates in our lives. It is written for students who have little
or no background in communication theory. We originally wrote the book be-
cause we felt that students needed to know how theorizing helps us understand
ourselves, our experiences, our environment, and our culture.

Specifically, our original objectives included:

• Familiarizing students with the principles and central ideas of important
theories they are likely to encounter in the communication discipline

• Demystifying the concept of theory and helping students see the applica-
tion of theory in their everyday activities

• Helping students become more systematic and thoughtful critical thinkers

• Providing students with an overview and brief history of how the com-
munication discipline is developing

• Introducing students to the research process and the place of theory
within this process

The third edition of the book maintains its original focus of introducing
communication theory to students in an accessible, appealing, and memorable
way. Our hope is that students will take away a basic knowledge of and ap-
preciation for communication theory from reading our text. Over the course of
more than forty combined years of teaching communication theory, we have
learned that students understand material best when it is explained in a simple,
direct way through a number of realistic and applicable examples. Introducing
Communication Theory: Analysis and Application utilizes and applies all that
we as teachers have learned from our students. We continue to be indebted to
both students and colleagues whose suggestions and comments have greatly in-
fluenced this third edition.

The theories in communication studies have roots in both communication
and in other fields of study. This exciting interdisciplinary orientation is re-
flected in the selection of the various theories presented in the text. We not only
include the unique contributions of communication theorists, but also theories
with origins in other fields, including psychology, sociology, biology, and phi-
losophy. Communication theorists have not been reticent to incorporate the
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excellent ideas and principles forged by their colleagues across disciplines.
Yet the application, influence, and inherent value of communication is both
sustained and embraced by the theorists. We do not presume to speak for the
theorists; our goal is to frame their words and illustrate their theories with
practical examples and applications so that their explication of communication
behaviors becomes accessible for students.

The Challenges of Teaching and Learning 
Communication Theory

Instructors teaching communication theory face a number of challenges. Be-
cause many students think of theory as distant, abstract, and obscure, teachers
must overcome these potentially negative connotations. Negative feelings to-
ward the subject can be magnified in classrooms where students represent a
variety of ages and socioeconomic, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic back-
grounds. Introducing Communication Theory addresses this challenge by
offering a readable and practical guide that integrates content with examples,
capturing the essence and elegance of theory in a straightforward manner.

A second challenge is that instructors often must overcome preconceived
ideas about scholarship, which students may view as difficult or remote. This
book demonstrates to students that they already possess many of the charac-
teristics of researchers, such as curiosity and ambition. Students will be pleas-
antly surprised to know that they operate according to many personal theories
every day. Once students begin to revise their misconceptions about research
and theory, they are in a position to become critical thinkers and learners.

A third challenge of teaching and learning communication theory is cap-
turing the complexity of a theory in an approachable way without oversimpli-
fying the theoretical process. To address this problem, instructors often present
a skeletal version of a theory and then fill in the missing pieces with personal
materials. By providing a variety of engaging examples and applications re-
flecting a wide range of classroom demographics, Introducing Communication
Theory facilitates such an approach.

Special Features and Learning Aids

To accomplish our goals and address the challenges of teaching communica-
tion theory, we have incorporated a number of special features and learning
aids into the third edition:

• Part I, Setting the Stage. The first four chapters of the book continue to
provide students a solid foundation for studying the theories that follow.
This groundwork is essential in order to understand how theorists con-
ceptualize and test their theories. Chapters 1 and 2 define communi-
cation and provide a brief history of the discipline. We also present the
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prevailing contexts in which theory is customarily categorized.
Chapters 3 and 4 cover the basics of theory and research as well as
the relationship between them.

• Updated coverage of 25 theories. Separate chapters on each of
twenty-five theories provide accessible, thorough coverage for stu-
dents and offer flexibility to instructors. Because of the feedback we
received from the previous edition, we retained the original theories
from the second edition, but each chapter has been updated. This
updating results in a more thoughtful, current, and applicable pre-
sentation of each theory. 

• Section openers. The theory chapters in Part II, Understanding the
Dialogue, are organized into six sections. We have written section
openers to introduce these groups of chapters. The overviews pro-
vide students with an explanation for our choices, placing the theories
in context and allowing students to see the connections between and
among theories.

• Chapter opening vignettes. Each chapter begins with an extended vi-
gnette, which is then integrated throughout the chapter, providing
examples to illustrate the theoretical concepts and claims. These stories
help students understand how communication theory plays out in the
everyday lives of ordinary people. Students have commented that these
opening stories help drive home the important points of the theory. In
addition, the real-life tone of each vignette entices students to under-
stand the practicality of a particular theory.

• A structured approach to each theory. Every theory chapter has a
consistent format that begins with a vignette, followed by an intro-
duction, a summary of theoretical assumptions, a description of core
concepts, and a critique (using the criteria established in Part I). This
consistency provides continuity for students, ensures a balanced pre-
sentation of the theories, and helps ease the retrieval of information
for future learning experiences. The critique section in every theory
chapter has been extensively revised for this edition. The new cri-
tiques clearly bring the students back to the evaluative criteria pre-
sented in Chapter 3.

• NEW Theory at a Glance boxes. In order for students to have an
immediate and concise understanding of a particular theory, we
incorporate this feature at the beginning of each theory chapter.
Students will have these brief explanations and short summaries
before reading the chapter, thereby allowing them to have a general
sense of what they are about to encounter. 

• Tables and Figures. To increase conceptual organization and en-
hance the visual presentation of content, we have added several
NEW tables and figures throughout the text. Many chapters have
new visual aids for students to consider, helping them to understand
the material. These visuals provide a clearer sense of the conceptual
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organization of the theories, and they support those students who best re-
tain information visually.

• NEW Expanded References. For a more thorough understanding of both
communication concepts and theoretical principles, two references cited
within the chapter are later expanded upon at the conclusion of each
chapter. These annotated references will provide students with a deeper
understanding of both contemporary and pioneering communication
research related to the theory described in the chapter.

• NEW Theory*Into*Practice (TIP) boxes. These boxes, featured in every
chapter, present student comments on a particular concept or theoretical
issue. These student voices, extracted from journals in classes we have
taught, illustrate the practicality of the topic under discussion and also
show how theoretical issues relate to students’ lives. 

• Research Note boxes. These boxes present abstracts of research articles
and essays that are relevant to the chapter and, like TIP boxes, appear in
every theory chapter. Research Note boxes demonstrate how theories
or theoretical principles are utilized in research studies; they also serve
to familiarize students with the content and conventions of original
research. Updated in many chapters for the third edition, the feature
reflects the breadth and depth of the research being conducted in the
discipline today.

• Updated Research and Examples. Each chapter has undergone a revision
to reflect the most current thinking and research. Further, examples
reflect and include a variety of different situations and experiences,
such as disagreements in a publishing company, health benefits at a
small jewelry store, dating problems, a public speech about drunk dri-
ving, the struggles of a single father, public perceptions of spanking,
and the problems encountered by celebrities such as Martha Stewart. In
providing up-to-date scholarship and incorporating diverse examples,
we wish to show students the depth and breadth of communication
theory in society. 

• Running Glossary. Throughout each chapter, a new running glossary
gives students immediate access to unfamiliar terms and their meanings.

• The Theory Chronicles. These unique journal assignments appear in each
chapter and demonstrate the usefulness of theory in our surroundings.
For instance, in Chapter 12, Relational Dialectics Theory, students are
asked to detail the extent to which the conclusions on dialectics would
differ if the research had been set in Africa or Asia.

• Theory Application in Groups (TAG). Working with others can help
students better appreciate the material. We developed this feature to
encourage collaborate learning and to foster critical thinking across
different learning styles. In Chapter 15, Adaptive Structuration Theory,
for instance, we ask small groups to think about ethical lapses in judg-
ment from organizational leaders and how Adaptive Structuration
Theory can inform their thinking about this issue.
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• Discussion Starters conclude each chapter. These thought-provoking
questions prompt students to critically examine the chapter and focus on
critical issues.

Supplemental Resources

The Online Learning Center at www.mhhe.com/west3 provides interactive re-
sources to address the needs of a variety of teaching and learning styles. For
every chapter, students and instructors can access chapter outlines, sample
quizzes with feedback, crossword puzzles using key terms, and Internet activi-
ties. For instructors specifically, the Online Learning Center offers an online In-
structor’s Resource Manual with general guidelines for teaching the basic the-
ory course, sample syllabi for quarter and semester courses, chapter outlines,
and classroom activities.

The Theory Connection feature has moved to the Online Learning
Center for this edition. We believe that many theories cut across multiple
contexts. Therefore, we ask students to look at how two theories from dif-
ferent contexts relate to each other. We also consider how some theories
may deal with similar contexts but approach them in very different ways.
The Theory Connection feature asks students to think about these con-
trasts. For instance, we ask students to consider the role of silence in both
Groupthink and Muted Group Theory.

In addition, a computerized test bank with multiple-choice and
short-answer questions for every chapter is available on the Instructor’s
Resource CD-ROM in the EZ Test format. McGraw-Hill’s EZ Test is a
flexible and easy-to-use electronic testing program. The program allows
instructors to create tests from book specific items. It accommodates a
wide range of question types, and instructors may add their own questions.
Multiple versions of the test can be created and any test can be exported for
use with course management systems such as WebCT, BlackBoard, or Page-
Out. EZ Test Online is a new service and gives you a place to easily adminis-
ter your EZ Test created exams and quizzes online. The program is available
for Windows and Macintosh environments.

Organization

Part I, Setting the Stage, provides a conceptual foundation for the discrete the-
ory chapters in Part II. Chapter 1 begins by introducing the discipline and de-
scribing the process of communication. It then explores the dark side of com-
munication, which looks at how people use negative communication to impair
human interaction (to deceive, hurt, verbally abuse, and so forth). We conclude
the chapter with a discussion of ethics. Chapter 2 gives a brief history of the
communication field by examining research pioneers and the establishment of
the largest communication association: the National Communication Associa-
tion. In this chapter, we focus both on the roots of communication theory in
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ancient Greece and on current trends. The chapter then turns to primary
contexts of communication (intrapersonal, interpersonal, small group, organi-
zational, public, mediated, intercultural), which frame the study of communi-
cation in most academic settings across the country. Chapter 3 explores the
nature of theory, providing definitions and characteristics of theories in
general. The chapter also discusses perspectives that guide communication
research and outlines criteria for evaluating theories. Chapter 4 explores the
relationship between theory and research. Our goal in this chapter is to famil-
iarize students with the research process, explaining its direct relationship with
theory and practice. We present four common research methodologies (sur-
veys, experiments, depth interviews, and textual analysis) to illustrate how
communication research is conducted.

With this foundation established in Part I, Part II, Understanding the Dia-
logue, introduces students to twenty-five different theories, each in a discrete,
concise chapter. Many of these theories cut across communication contexts.
For example, Relational Dialectics Theory can be understood and applied in
an organizational context as well as in an interpersonal context. However, to
facilitate understanding, we have grouped theories into six sections according
to primary focus: The Self and Messages, Relationship Development, Groups
and Organizations, The Public, The Media, and Culture and Diversity.

It was not easy for us to decide which theories to include because there are
so many from which to choose. In making our selections, we were guided by
four broad criteria: (1) whether the theory is significant in the field, (2) whether
it reflects the interdisciplinary nature of the field, (3) whether it is important in
the context of current thinking in the field, and (4) whether it contributes to a
balance of pioneering and contemporary theories in the book. In addition, we
were sensitive to the need to include theories developed by a diverse group of
scholars.

Finally, in Part III, Casting New Directions, Chapter 30 describes the con-
stant evolution of theory and theory building based on new societal trends. To
show students that the communication major provides practical knowledge
leading to employment, we conclude with a focus on career paths that make
use of communication theory. We also make suggestions for becoming more
adept in a communication career.
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