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Constructivism (as described by Delia, O'Keefe, & O'Keefe, 1982) is a cognitive theory of human
communication that describes how human perception--the encoding, retrieval, and use of social information-
-influences the skillful production and interpretation of avariety of social influence messages (e.g.,
persuasive [e.g., Coopman & Applegate, 2000], comforting [e.g., Kunkel, 2002; MacGeorge, Clark, &
Gillihan, 2002; Samter, 2002], and discipline messages [e.g., Applegate, Burleson, & Delia, 1992]).
Constructivists explain how people produce and perceive communication through a marriage of Kelly's
(1955) theory of personal constructs (see Raskin thisissue) with Werner's (1957) comparative-organismic
theory of development (Delia, O'Keefe, & O'Keefe, 1982).

Kelly (1955) defines persona constructs as bipolar dimensions of judgment (e.g., polite-impolite) through
which individuals construe other people and their behavior. The bipolar nature of interpersonal constructs
alowstheindividua to understand how two people might be similar (e.g., thoughtful) and yet different
from athird (e.g., glib). Thus, functioning as a cognitive lens (Delia et al., 1982) through which people
view their social worlds, interpersonal constructs are useful for carrying out a variety of social-cognitive
activities (e.g., perspective-taking and the devel opment of interpersonal impressions). Interpersonal
constructs arise from varied forms of socialization that come from interactions with parents, peers, and
teachers. However, everyone does not acquire these constructs as quickly, or as extensively. Individual
differences in development leave some individual s with systems of interpersonal constructs that are more
developed than others. The nature and process of this development is understood to proceed from a state of
relative simplicity to a state of increasing differentiation, articulation, and hierarchic integration (Werner,
1957).

Briefly, individuals' interpersonal construct systems develop aong three fundamental dimensions and result
in stable individual differencesin cognitive development (Crockett, 1965). Construct systems develop
from: (a) relatively undifferentiated structures to more differentiated structures, (b) concrete to abstract
structures useful for representing the thoughts and inner states of others, and (c) diffuse elementsto
increasingly interrelated and hierarchically organized sets of interpretive structures that may be coordinated
to accomplish specific tasks in evolving social contexts (see O’ Keefe, 1984). Individuals possessing
interpersonal construct systems that are more differentiated, abstract and organized are said to be
"cognitively complex."

Constructivism in the communication discipline devel oped through the efforts of arelatively small group of
scholars committed to a common definition of communication and coherent theoretical and methodol ogical
commitments (seg, e.g., Burleson, 1989; Delia, O’ Keefe, & O'Keefe, 1982) that resulted in an impressive
and sustained program of empirical research. Perhaps the most recognizable of these methodol ogical
commitmentsinclude: (a) the use of hypothetical situations with directions that ask individuals to construct
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messages in response to those situations, (b) the identification of message strategies in those responses (as a
unit of analysis), (c) the subsequent coding of message strategies for their degree of person-centeredness
within hierarchically ordered sets of categories, (d) the study of developmental and individual differences
that give rise to differencesin the ability to construct person-centered socia influence messages, and (e) a
commitment to study research participants unique constructions of their phenomenal world by employing
free-response data collection techniques to assess relevant individual difference variables thought to
influence person-centered communicative skills (e.g., cognitive complexity, perspective-taking ability,
impression formation abilities). Burleson (1989) provides a more detailed discussion of the value of these
commitments and their fit with the long-standing values and rhetorical traditions of the communication
discipline. Heaso credits Clark and Delia’s (1977) exemplary study with laying the groundwork for these
coherent theoretical and methodological commitments because it provided atemplate for the bulk of
constructivist research that would follow in the, now, 25 years since their original publication.

As Leichty, Willinghanz, and Hart note, this does not mean that constructivists have always been of one
mind about the conceptual underpinnings of their hierarchical coding schemes. The simple listener-
adaptation model gave way to the person-centered model of message production. Constructivists also
argued that the production of social influence messages that were adapted to the identity needs of alistener
arose from the more complex goal structures that came from the application of complex social schematato
communicative situations that had the potential to be understood in complex ways (e.g., O' Keefe &
Shepherd, 1987). But it should be noted that these discussions did not represent shiftsin core constructivist
assumptions and commitments but were consonant with changing views among social influence scholars of
the cognitive activities underlying the message production process (O’ Keefe & Delia, 1982; see aso
Wilson, Green, & Dillard, 2002).

Constructivist research documents that interpersonal cognitive complexity is positively associated with
advanced social-cognitive functioning. Specifically, such "cognitively complex" individuals are better
social and affective perspective-takers (e.g., Hale & Délia, 1976), form more sophisticated and elaborate
impressions of others (e.g., Delia, Clark, & Switzer, 1974), are better able to integrate and reconcile
inconsistencies in social information about others (Mayo & Crockett, 1964), are lesslikely to rely on
simplifying social schemes as heuristics in understanding patterns of interpersonal relationships (Delia &
Crockett, 1973), possess more differentiated conceptions of the causes and consequences of social actions
(Wilson, Cruz, & Kang, 1992), demonstrate greater variability in the formation of behavioral intentions
toward others (O'K eefe, 1980), and possess a finer appreciation of messages that pursue multiple
communicative goalsin avariety of interpersona settings (e.g., Samter, Burleson, & Basden, 1989).

Furthermore, constructivist research documents that interpersonal construct system development is
positively associated with person-centered communicative skills, the ability to adapt messages to the social
and personal needs of the listener (e.g., Burleson, 1989). Specifically, cognitively complex individuals are
better able to adapt persuasive appeals to the unique perspective of alistener (e.g., Clark & Delia, 1977,
Coopman & Applegate, 2000), salve the distressed feelings of another (e.g., Burleson, 1994; Samter &
Burleson, 1984), discipline their children by encouraging the child to reflect on the causes and
consequences of their behavior (e.g., Applegate, Burke, Burleson, Delig, & Kline, 1985; Applegate,
Burleson, & Delia, 1992), manage conflict by proposing solutions that accommodate the interests of both
parties (e.g., Samter, 1994; Samter & Ely, 1985), present new information to a listener while encouraging
the listener to reason through how the new information is similar or dissimilar with his’her present
knowledge (e.g., Kline & Ceropski, 1984), resist compliance with a persuasive request while minimizing
the threat to the identity needs of the speaker (e.g., Kline & Floyd, 1990), change the behavior of another
while simultaneously protecting the identity needs of the other (e.g., Leichty & Applegate, 1991), and
produce regulative messages that pursue more complicated sets of communicative goals (e.g., O'Keefe,
1988).

In sum, constructivist research in communication documents that sophisticated forms of socia thought and
human communication are most likely when the individual possesses cognitive structures that make
sophisticated social thought and action a possibility. Attention to the thoughts, feelings, and needs of
another is possible to the extent a communicator possesses cognitive structures that allow him/her to
recognize the thoughts, feelings, and needs of another as a relevant obstacle to the accomplishment of her or
his own communicative goals.



Later work by constructivists (Applegate, et a., 1985; Applegate et a., 1992) demonstrated that parents’
person-centered discipline skills were positively associated with their children’s advanced social cognitive
functioning. Constructivists concluded that, consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism (see
Jones & Brader-Argje in thisissue), the linguistic environment of the child serves to shape the child's
cognitive development.

Leichty, Willinghanz, and Hart’ swork in this issue springs, in part, from the assumption that the child’s
linguistic environment may mediate higher order development. Readers will find thiswork to be an
interesting discussion of the ways that environments, such as those developed through the language patterns
within afamily, may creaste communicative ideologies that sustain very different life-worlds for
communicators. The authors pursue this notion through a“social pragmatics’ construct. Leichty et al.
elaborate this construct and describe the benefits it offers constructivist researchers.

Sypher, Russo, and Hane, too, ground their study of a program intended to train listener-adaptive persuasive
skills on the assumption that such skills arise from a social environment that make them socially and
ideologically useful. Sypher et al. manipulated class assignments to reflect organizational environments
that reward such skills (e.g., Haas & Sypher, 1991; Sypher & Zorn, 1986). They report students’ persuasive
abilities did improve to reflect the social environment of this class.

Constructivists in communication have a history of sharing their own work with, and engaging the work of,
constructivistsin psychology (e.g., Waltman & Sypher, 1987; Coopman, 1999). This cross-fertilizing of
ideas has proven to be productive while also enriching and enlivening the work of both groups of
constructivists. Consistent with this tradition, two contributions are made to this special section from
constructivistsin other disciplines. Raskin offers asummary of the state of constructivist research in
psychology. Jones and Brader-Araje describe the contributions of constructivist thought in education. A
summary of their thoughts will not be attempted here. It isworth noting, however, that the devel opment of
constructivist thought in psychology and education is markedly different from the development of
constructivist thought in communication studies. While constructivism in communication is characterized
by a coherent and unified set of theoretical and methodological assumptions, facilitated by aresearch
exemplar (Burleson, 1989), constructivism in psychology and education appears to be more characterized
by controversy over important theoretical assumptions.

The presence of multiple schools of constructivist thought certainly represent legitimate and real differences
of opinion about the nature of the knower and the known. However, the controversies discussed in Raskin
and Jones and Brader-Araje promote the discussion and debate that informs productive research and
practice in their respective disciplines. These contributions may also provide communication scholars with
new insights to their own commitments as constructivists.
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