
Theoretical Approaches in Communication Studies

(A concise, organized guide for quick reference and deeper study)

1. Overview

Dimension Core Question
Typical Unit of

Analysis
Key Insight

Process?

oriented

How is meaning created,

transmitted, and interpreted?

Messages,

symbols,

channels

Communication is a

dynamic, cyclical process.

Structure?

oriented

What social, cultural, or

institutional patterns shape

communication?

Networks,

institutions,

audiences

Macro?level forces constrain

and enable interaction.

Effect?

oriented

What are the outcomes of

communication on attitudes,

behavior, or society?

Receivers,

publics, societies

Communication can

persuade, mobilize, or

reinforce norms.

2. Classic Foundational Theories

Theory Proponents Main Concepts Typical Applications

Linear Model
Shannon &

Weaver (1949)

Sender ? Encoder ? Channel ?

Decoder ? Receiver; noise &

redundancy

Engineering of media

systems, information

theory.

Two?Step Flow
Katz & Lazarsfeld

(1955)

Opinion leaders mediate mass

media to the wider public

Political campaigning,

diffusion of innovations.

Uses &

Gratifications

Katz, Blumler &

Gurevitch (1970s)

Audiences actively select media

to satisfy needs (cognitive,

affective, social, personal)

Audience research,

media consumption

studies.

Agenda?

Setting

McCombs & Shaw

(1972)

Media influence the public

agenda by highlighting issues

News analysis, political

communication.
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Theory Proponents Main Concepts Typical Applications

Spiral of

Silence

Noelle?Neumann

(1974)

Fear of isolation leads individuals

to conceal minority opinions

Public opinion research,

social media dynamics.

3. Contemporary Paradigms

3.1 Symbolic Interactionism

Key Figures: George Herbert Mead, Herbert Blumer.

Core Idea: Meaning emerges through social interaction; symbols (language, gestures) are

central.

Analytical Lens: Micro?level study of identity construction, role negotiation, and “definition

of the situation.”

3.2 Critical Theory & Marxist Approaches

Key Figures: Frankfurt School (Habermas, Horkheimer, Adorno).

Core Idea: Media reproduce dominant ideologies; communication is a site of power

struggle.

Tools: Ideological critique, discourse analysis, hegemony studies.

3.3 Cultural Studies

Key Figures: Stuart Hall, David Morley.

Core Idea: Audiences decode texts in varied ways (dominant, negotiated, oppositional).

Focus: Encoding/decoding, representation, identity politics.

3.4 Social Constructionism

Key Figures: Berger & Luckmann; Peter Berger.

Core Idea: Reality is socially constructed through communicative practices.

Application: Framing studies, policy discourse, organizational communication.

3.5 Media Ecology

Key Figures: Marshall McLuhan, Neil Postman.
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Core Idea: Media environments shape human perception and social organization.

Key Concept: “The medium is the message.”

3.6 Network Theory & Social Capital

Key Figures: Barry Wellman, Robert Putnam.

Core Idea: Communication patterns are best understood as networks of ties (strong vs.

weak).

Metrics: Density, centrality, bridging/tie strength; implications for information flow and civic

engagement.

3.7 Rhetorical Theory
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