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UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION THROUGH A CLASSIC LENS: A FIRST LOOK AT
COMMUNICATION THEORY BY EM GRIFFIN

For  students  stepping  into  the  vast  and  often  complex  world  of  communication  studies,  finding  a
clear, engaging, and reliable guide is essential. Few textbooks have managed to achieve the balance
of academic rigor and accessible storytelling as successfully as A First Look at Communication
Theory  by  Em  Griffin.  Now  in  its  multiple  editions,  this  cornerstone  text  has  shaped  how  tens  of
thousands of undergraduates approach and understand communication theory. But what makes this
book  stand  out  in  a  crowded  field  of  academic  publications?  And  why  does  it  continue  to  be  a
recommended  resource  for  both  professors  and  students?
The  answer  lies  in  Griffin's  unique  approach.  Instead  of  simply  cataloging  theories  in  a  dry,
encyclopedic manner, he presents each one as a living conversation between scholars. He invites
readers to step into the minds of the theorists, understand their motivations, and critically evaluate
the strengths and weaknesses of their ideas. This method transforms a potentially intimidating
subject into a dynamic and relatable exploration of how we connect, persuade, and make meaning
in our daily lives.

The Philosophy Behind the Book: Theory
as a Conversation
At its core, A First Look at Communication Theory is built on a simple but powerful premise: theory is
not a collection of dusty facts; it is an ongoing conversation about how communication works. Em
Griffin,  along  with  co-authors  Andrew  Ledbetter  and  Glenn  Sparks  in  later  editions,  encourages
students  to  become  active  participants  in  this  dialogue.  The  book  is  structured  around  a
conversational framework, asking fundamental questions that every theory seeks to answer.
One of the hallmarks of the text is its use of the socio-psychological, cybernetic, rhetorical,
semiotic, socio-cultural, critical, and phenomenological traditions. This framework, adapted
from Robert Craig's groundbreaking work, helps students categorize theories and understand their
underlying assumptions. By organizing content this way, Griffin provides a mental map that makes
the diverse landscape of communication theory navigable. Students are not just memorizing names
and concepts; they are learning to see the world through different theoretical lenses.

Key Theories Explored in the Book
The depth and breadth of theories covered in A First Look at Communication Theory are impressive.
Each chapter is dedicated to a single theory or a related set of ideas, presented in a consistent and
digestible format. Let us explore some of the most influential theories that the book brings to life.

SYMBOLIC CONVERGENCE THEORY

Developed  by  Ernest  Bormann,  this  theory  explains  how  group  members  develop  a  shared
consciousness  and  identity  through the  sharing  of  fantasies  or  stories.  Griffin presents  this  theory
with vivid examples, showing how a simple inside joke or a shared narrative can bind a team, a
community, or even a nation together. The concepts of fantasy themes, fantasy chains, and
rhetorical  visions  become clear  and  memorable  through  the  book's  engaging  writing  style.
Students learn to analyze the stories that groups tell themselves and understand how those stories
create a unique culture.

COORDINATED MANAGEMENT OF MEANING (CMM)
This theory, created by W. Barnett Pearce and Vernon Cronen, is often considered one of the more
challenging  concepts  in  communication  studies.  However,  Griffin  excels  at  breaking  it  down  into
understandable  parts.  CMM  is  about  how  we  co-create  meaning  in  conversation.  Griffin  uses  the
memorable analogy of a game, where rules are flexible and the players are constantly negotiating
the rules as they play. The book explains how we "manage" meaning by coordinating our actions
with others, often without even realizing it.  The concept of logical force  and the serpentine
model are explained with relatable, everyday scenarios.

SOCIAL PENETRATION THEORY

Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor's Social Penetration Theory, which uses the metaphor of an onion to
describe  the  layers  of  personality,  is  a  favorite  among  students.  Griffin  presents  this  theory  with
clarity, explaining how relationships develop through a process of reciprocal self-disclosure. The
book explores the concepts of breadth and depth of disclosure, as well as the idea of social
exchange,  where  costs  and  rewards  are  weighed.  Griffin  does  not  shy  away  from  the  theory's
limitations, such as its assumption of a linear progression in relationships, which opens the door for
critical discussion.

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 A First Look At Communication Theory By Em Griffin 2023-10-27

UNCERTAINTY REDUCTION THEORY

Charles Berger's Uncertainty Reduction Theory is a cornerstone of interpersonal communication
study. Griffin explains that the primary goal of initial interactions is to reduce uncertainty about the
other person. The book outlines the axioms and theorems of the theory, using clear examples from
first  dates,  job  interviews,  and  new  roommate  situations.  Readers  come  away  with  a  strong
understanding of how passive, active, and interactive strategies are used to predict and explain
others' behavior.

USES AND GRATIFICATIONS THEORY

In the realm of media studies, this theory shifts the focus from what media does to people to what
people  do  with  media.  Griffin  presents  this  audience-centered  approach  in  a  way  that  feels
immediately relevant to the modern digital landscape. The book discusses how individuals actively
select  media  to  fulfill  specific  needs,  such  as  information,  personal  identity,  integration,  and
entertainment. This theory becomes a powerful tool for analyzing why we choose certain social
media platforms, streaming services, or news sources over others.

The Unique Structure of Each Chapter
What truly sets A First Look at Communication Theory apart from other textbooks is its consistent
and  student-friendly  chapter  structure.  Each  chapter  follows  a  predictable  rhythm  that  aids
comprehension and retention.
Each chapter typically begins with a lively introduction that grabs the reader's attention with a
story, a scenario, or a provocative question. This is followed by a clear statement of the theory's
main  ideas.  Griffin  then  explains  the  theory  in  detail,  using  concrete  examples  and  avoiding
unnecessary jargon. Crucially, each chapter includes a section titled "Critique," where the strengths
and weaknesses of the theory are honestly assessed. This balanced approach teaches students that
no theory is perfect and that critical thinking is a vital part of the learning process.
Furthermore, the book includes a unique feature: an interview with the theorist or a leading scholar
associated with the theory. This "Conversations" section gives a human face to the ideas, allowing
students  to  see the passion and thought  process  behind the work.  It  demystifies the figure of  the
"theorist"  and  makes  the  subject  matter  feel  more  accessible  and  personal.  The  inclusion  of
multiple-choice questions, discussion starters, and application exercises at the end of each
chapter ensures that students can test their understanding and apply what they have learned to
real-world situations.

Why This Book Remains Relevant in the

Digital Age
One might wonder if a textbook rooted in classical and modern communication theories can remain
relevant in an era of AI, social media algorithms, and global digital networks. The answer is a
resounding yes. A First Look at Communication Theory has evolved with the times. Later editions
include updated examples  that  reference social  media,  online  dating,  virtual  teams,  and viral
communication.
The  underlying  theories—whether  about  uncertainty  reduction,  social  penetration,  or  symbolic
convergence—are timeless. They provide the foundational tools needed to understand the new
communication challenges of the 21st century. For instance, the Uses and Gratifications Theory
is  more relevant than ever when analyzing why people choose TikTok over Instagram. Social
Penetration Theory helps us understand how deep friendships can form quickly in online gaming
communities.  Media  Ecology  Theory,  championed  by  Marshall  McLuhan,  finds  new  life  in
discussions about the impact of smartphones and artificial intelligence on human consciousness.
The book does not just present theories as historical artifacts; it frames them as living frameworks
that can be applied to contemporary problems. This makes it an indispensable resource for students
who want to understand not just how communication has been studied, but how they can use those
insights to become more effective communicators themselves.

Practical Applications for Students and
Professionals
The true test of any theory is its practical utility. A First Look at Communication Theory excels at
demonstrating how theoretical concepts can be applied in real-world settings, whether in business,
healthcare, education, or personal relationships.

For Business and Leadership: Theories like Transformational Leadership and
Organizational Information Theory provide frameworks for motivating teams and
managing change.
For Healthcare Communication: The Narrative Paradigm and Patient-Centered
Communication models are vital for improving doctor-patient relationships and health
outcomes.
For Media and Public Relations: Agenda-Setting Theory and Cultivation Theory are
essential tools for understanding media influence and crafting effective messages.
For Personal Relationships: Relational Dialectics and Communication Privacy
Management Theory help individuals navigate the complexities of close friendships,
romantic partnerships, and family dynamics.

By grounding these applications in theory, Griffin empowers readers to move beyond intuition and
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develop a systematic understanding of why certain communication strategies work in some contexts
but fail in others.

Critical Reception and Academic Impact
Since its first publication, A First Look at Communication Theory has received widespread praise for
its clarity,  accessibility,  and comprehensive coverage. It  is widely regarded as one of the best
introductory textbooks for undergraduate communication courses. Professors appreciate its well-
organized structure and the way it fosters critical thinking. Students often cite it as a textbook they
actually enjoyed reading, a rare compliment for academic material.
However, the book is not without its critics. Some scholars argue that the simplification of complex
theories can sometimes lead to a loss of nuance. Others suggest that the book's heavy focus on
Western,  empirical  traditions  may  underrepresent  non-Western  or  indigenous  communication
paradigms.  Despite  these  critiques,  the  book  remains  a  standard-bearer  in  the  field.  It  has  been
translated into multiple languages and is used in universities around the world. Its influence on how
communication theory is taught and learned is undeniable.

How to Get the Most Out of This Book
For students using this textbook, the key is to engage actively with the material. Do not just read the
chapters passively. Take time to think about the "Critique" sections and form your own opinions. Use
the discussion questions to spark conversations with classmates. Most importantly, try to apply the
theories  to  your  own  life.  When  you  have  a  conflict  with  a  friend,  ask  yourself  how  Relational

Dialectics or Face-Negotiation Theory might explain the situation. When you see a viral video,
consider it through the lens of Symbolic Convergence Theory.
The  book  is  designed  to  be  a  springboard,  not  a  final  destination.  It  introduces  you  to  a  world  of
ideas and gives you the tools to explore that world further. The interviews with theorists are a
goldmine of insight, so read them carefully. They often reveal the personal journey and the struggles
behind the creation of a theory, which can be inspiring for young scholars.

Conclusion: A Timeless Resource for
Understanding Human Connection
In  a  world  where  communication  is  increasingly  mediated  by  technology  and  fraught  with
misunderstanding, the need for a solid theoretical foundation has never been greater. A First Look at
Communication Theory  by Em Griffin is more than just a textbook; it  is an invitation to think more
deeply about how we connect with one another. It equips readers with a versatile intellectual toolkit
that can be applied across careers, relationships, and cultures.
Whether you are a student beginning your journey in communication studies, a professional looking
to enhance your  interpersonal  skills,  or  simply a curious individual  seeking to  understand the
dynamics  of  human  interaction,  this  book  offers  a  rewarding  and  enlightening  experience.  It
respects the complexity of its subject while remaining fiercely committed to clarity and accessibility.
By  the  time  you  finish  reading  it,  you  will  never  look  at  a  conversation,  a  media  message,  or  a
relationship the same way again. You will  have taken your first look at communication theory,
but the insights you gain will stay with you for a lifetime.


