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Basic communication theory

A quick intro, for Comm/STS 285:
Communication in the Life Sciences
by Bruce V. Lewenstein
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What is communication?

u Transactional, symbolic process which
allows people to
– establish contact
– exchange information
– reinforce attitudes and behaviors
– change attitudes and behaviors
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Basic questions

u How do messages get to be what they are?
u How do people interpret the messages?
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Communication contexts

u Cultural context
u Sociological context
u Psychological context
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The core communication model

u Source
– who

u Message
– says what

u Channel
– through what channel

u Receiver
– to whom [with what effect]



Copyright © 2000 by Bruce V. Lewenstein 6

Types of communication

u Interpersonal
u Small group
u Organizations
u Mediated (formerly mass media)
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Message production theories

u Institutional structures
u Diffusion of innovations
u Strategic uses of communication
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Message reception theories

u Social amplification
– GroupThink
– Activity theory

u Interpretive/symbolic
– Cognitive dissonance

u Attitude change
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Small group issues

u Formation
– Common perceptions
– Motivation
– Goal orientation
– Interdependence

u Communication
– Systemic
– Complex
– Dynamic
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Organizational issues

u Structural
u Human relations
u Behavioral decisions
u Systems theory
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Media issues and theories

u Magic bullet
u Selective influence

– Two-step flow
– Diffusion of innovations

u Uses and gratifications
u Agenda-setting
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Attitude change theories

u Thoughtful
– Social cognition
– Theory of reasoned behavior

u Less attention
– Elaboration Likelihood Model
– Attitude activation
– Heuristic-systematic


