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Foreword 

This is the first volume in a series devoted to concepts in the study 
of communication. While each volume that follows will be devoted 
to a particular concept, this book is concerned with the process of 
conceptualizing itself. And while other books in this series will be 
prefaced by an Editor's Introduction, this Foreword will serve that 
purpose here-as well as introduce the series as a whole. 

Making a concept explicit is, in a broad sense, a purpose of all 
discourses on communication concepts. The purpose of this vol
ume on explication is to formulate some of the common princi
ples that guide this practice as it is followed by many 
comm uni cation researchers. 

Each scholar, myself included, has a somewhat specialized 
view of explication and what it helps us accomplish. Among 
those who have read and commented on earlier drafts of this 
book are Charles Berger, Glen Broom, Richard Carter, Robert 
Davis, Jose Gaztambide-Geigel, Dennis Kinsey, Hye-Ryeon Lee, 
Debra Lieberman, Matthew Lombard, Jack McLeod, Geetu 
Melwani, Peter Monge, Clifford Nass, Zhongdang Pan, Byron 
Reeves, David Ritchie, Donald Roberts, Caroline Schooler, Pa
mela Shoemaker, and Valerie Sue. Unfortunately, I cannot hold 
any of my helpful colleagues responsible for errors that remain 
despite their best efforts to improve what I've said. 

Explication is an intellectual process to be applied to any concept 
one intends to make the focus of planned research, or to discuss se
riously. Much will also be said here about communication, through 
examples of conceptual aspects of research with which I have been 
associated. Examples could as easily have been found in other areas 
of communication research. The field is growing rapidly, and my 
hope that this book will prove useful extends to all branches of 
communication inquiry. 

The intended audience is people who plan to study communi
cation, especially in the empirical tradition, and those who need 
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to understand how that tradition of scholarship works. This in
cludes those who, in their expository writing, discuss communi
cation concepts; critics of empirical approaches; and students 
who want to acquire an understanding of the academic literature 
of this field. Much of the content here is introductory, but it is 
hoped that the experienced scholar too will find new ideas, and 
clarification of old ones, in these pages. The same hope extends 
to the other volumes that will follow in this series. 

The material in this book comes from many sources, collected 
over some three decades of studying and teaching communica
tion research. My intellectual debts are too numerous to detail; 
certainly the references in the text to particular published 
sources are wholly inadequate to this purpose. The subject mat
ter here overlaps both communication theory and research meth
ods, and is best read in conjunction with textbooks and other 
materials on those subjects. I have tried not to duplicate what is 
readily available elsewhere. 

One feature of this series is that each volume in it is to be 
brief-short enough to be used both by students as an introduc
tion to a subject and by researchers for easy reference. Hence this 
book condenses much that is philosophically ponderable and 
pragmatically arguable, glossing over entire bodies of important 
literature so it can get on with its own central task. Trusting that 
others will readily provide them, it arrives unadorned by the 
usual academic qualifications, caveats, and cavils. 

-Steven H. Chaffee, Series Editor 

EXPLICATION 

STEVEN H. CHAFFEE 

1. Concept Explication: An Overview 

This book is about a way of thinking. It is concerned with the 
disciplined use of words, with observation of human behavior, 
and especially with the connection between the two. Communi
cation research mostly takes the form of words, although it is 
often presented through numerical entries in tables and graphs 
as well. But numbers and words are of little interest unless they 
can be translated back into conceptual terms. Those concepts are 
our way of organizing and clarifying what we observe. 

An instance of communication is not, in its entirety, observed di
rectly. Some aspects are always imagined, by the participants and 
by anyone attempting to study communication. When we think 
about communication we use concepts, in verbal form to represent 
what we observe and imagine; these conceptual terms, from which 
we build theories, carry meanings. Without conceptual definition, 
the words we use to describe and discuss communication are mere 
words-no improvement over mere numbers. 

Many components of the communication process can be expe
rienced directly, such as the words we say or read, and some of 
the reactions we and others have to them. These real-life percep
tions provide the occasion, and the raw data, for our theorizing 
about communication. Concepts establish the linkage between 
communication perceptions, which everyone has, and theories, 
which communication scientists and critics build and test. Every-
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Social entities can also vary cross-sectionally, but only if more 
than one unit is being studied; otherwise, there is no variance. 
Many theories closely identify communication with change and 
therefore with process variance. Unfortunately much explor
atory work is limited to cross-sectional survey research, which 
is incapable of distinguishing between the results of change ver
sus stable differences between individual units. 
. Conceptualizing the type of variance to expect should occur early 
m the process of empirical research. If, as may happen, a researcher 
expects change over time within individuals, but the study shows 
that the concept is extremely stable for the same people over a long 
period, it needs to be reconceptualized as a cross-sectional variable. 
This may in turn lead to designing a different program of research 
from the one originally planned. This was the experience of Ritchie, 
Price and Roberts (1987) in a longitudinal study of the impact of 
television on schookhildren's reading skills. After a 3-year exami
nation they found reading skill differences so stable-meaning that 
everyone was improving at about the same rate-that they recom
mended an entirely different approach to research from the one 
they had been pursuing. 

3. Literature Search 

Once we have formalized our ideas of the concept at a prelimi
nary level, we can begin organizing the scholarly literature that 
deals with it. We need to find studies that either (a) involve the 
term we are using, even if its meaning is not the same as ours, or 
(b) involve the concept we are using, even if its name is not the 
same as our concept's. It is not necessary-nor often possible-to 
track down every existing study. But the literature search will be 
more productive if it ranges widely, finding examples of the full 
variety of meanings of our concept that are in use. Here, then, 
are some useful questions to ask while examining the literature 
that is found: 
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- What are the different conceptual meanings that have been assigned to 
this term, and what (if any) are their research purposes? What confu
sions do these ambiguities cause? 

- What are the different operational definitions that have been used? 
Which research purposes do they serve? Which of these are related to 
our purposes? 

- What are the usual names for these operational definitions? Are differ
ent narnes needed to make differences in meaning clear? 

- What, considering its intended research purpose, seern to be the rnost 
promising definitions of the concept? 

Operational Contingencies 

Each study found in the literature has been conducted under 
specific conditions, such as details of time, place, and persons in
volved. These are contingent conditions for doing the study at 
all, and for the findings reported in it. Such operational contin
gencies, while not part of the concept per se, constrain the opera
tional definition of each concept in a study. 

Our concept will, as a rule, be intended to apply more broadly 
than its meaning in any specific context. For example, if we are 
interested in some effect of viewing television, we will find very 
different operational measures-in studies of children versus 
studies of adults, and in studies conducted during the 1950s ver
sus those during the 1980s. Sorting out results according to these 
operational contingencies is one useful step in comprehending 
the literature. Often it can help in adjudicating conflicting find
ings we might encounter. 

Hovland (1959) noted that controlled communication experi
ments often produce rather strong attitudinal effects, whereas field 
survey studies suggest only minimal influence. One major differ
ence between these groups of studies is that experiments are mostly 
performed on students, who are much less involved in the topics 
under study than are the adults who are usually interviewed in sur
veys. Hovland suggested that adults resist media influence more 
than do students, which would make mass communication seem 
more powerful in experiments, overall, than in surveys. The opera
tional contingency of units (students versus adults) helps to explain 
the differences between the experimental and survey literatures. 
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As operational contingencies change historically, a whole pro
gram of study may shift. An example in our time has been the 
concept of selective exposure to mass communication. Studies on 
political effects of media began in the 1940s (Berelson, 
Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 
1944), when newspapers were the dominant news medium and 
television was in its infancy. Scholars of that time (see Klapper, 
1960) concluded that "selective exposure" to media-meaning 
highly partisan newspapers-restricted communication impact 
because people were mostly reading what they already believed. 
In recent decades television has become the dominant medium of 
politics, perhaps partly because it makes selective exposure less 
possible. Televised partisan commercials reach a TV viewer at 
unpredictable times. So does news that might favor one party or 
candidate. When candidates debate on TV, voters are exposed 
about equally to the one they support, and to the opponent (Katz 
& Feldman, 1%2). Meanwhile, major newspapers have become 
less partisan. Selective exposure to congenial political messages 
is not a ready option today, and the concept has receded to a 
minor position in the literature on media impact (Chaffee & 
Mi yo, 1983). Where the operational conditions that enable an au
dience to select congenial messages continue, such as in special
ized magazines or religious broadcasting, the behavior persists. 
But its relevance to the larger mass audience is diminished, and 
consequently so is its centrality in research conceptualization. 

Operational contingencies vary across studies, but not within 
a given study. Indeed, within a study its contingencies of time, 
place, and persons are often taken for granted, given little note 
because they are not variable for that author. The identification 
of operational contingencies related to different meanings of a 
concept is, then, a product of the literature review. But a re
searcher must organize that literature in these terms. To para
phrase many studies one by one, or even to organize their titles 
by keywords, will not help in identifying operational contingen
cies that may divide the literature. 

Operational contingencies are not the same as operational defi
nitions. The operational definition of a concept is part of its ex
plication and is selected from among a number of potential 
operational definitions of that concept. Operational contingen
cies are not concept-specific, although they can affect results that 
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get interpreted in relation to a researcher's concept. Operational 
contingencies might be thought of as part of the empirical view, 
but not of the conceptual vision, whereas operational definitions 
are both. 

Often the researcher has little or no practical choice of opera
tional contingencies. Lazarsfeld, for example, decided to study 
the 1940 election simply because that was the time he found him
self in, and he wanted to examine the role of media in an election 
campaign. Having limited resources, he chose one county; in 
1948 he replicated the study in a second county (Chaffee & 
Hochheimer, 1985). Similarly, a persuasion effects experiment 
may be conducted on college students because they are conve
niently available to the investigator, not because they are the 
most varied or representative target audience. Only after studies 
have accumulated over some years, in various locales and with 
different kinds of people and communication media involved, 
can a literature review make evident what differences these con
tingencies have made in the meaning of the concepts at stake. 

Analysis and Synthesis 

The literature review is often a study in itself. Some of the 
most useful advances in cemmunication research have been ana
lytic literature reviews. A prominent example is Rogers's Diffu
sion of Innovations (1964, 1983). By organizing and synthesizing 
several thousand studies of diffusion around a set of conceptual 
distinctions and empirical generalizations, Rogers founded an 
entire sub-discipline within communication research. 

Another kind of literature review, and one that can be equally 
ground-breaking, is the critical analysis of an accumulated body 
of studies. Sears and Freedman (1967) reviewed several experi
ments that tested motivational theories of self-selection to mes
sages that match people's pre-existing opinions. The authors 
explicated selective exposure by dividing the literature between 
studies of "voluntary exposure" and those of "de facto expo
sure." Their analysis of the evidence led them to conclude that 
the concept of voluntary selective exposure was a myth. They 
also concluded that people do tend to be exposed de facto to 
messages they agree with, but not because they particularly 
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seek those messages for that reason. Separate studies suggest 
that the concept of deliberate avoidance to protect oneself from 
uncongenial messages is likewise a myth (Carter, Pyszka, & 
Guerrero, 1969). It appears that the mass communication indus
try is responsible for providing people with messages they ap
prove of, without their actively doing much to affect that de 
facto pattern. 

A literature review extends well beyond explication per se. 
Practically everything that follows in this outline, particularly 
empirical description (see Chapter 9), presumes that a literature 
is constantly in process. In practice the scholar begins reading 
prior studies, moves to various steps in the explication process, 
refines the preliminary definition, and then returns to the litera
ture search with a sharpened definition. To read first the entire 
body of work generally related to a topic is usually much too 
time-consuming to be practical. One important purpose of expli
cation is to delimit the work that needs to be done, by focusing 
on those studies that are relevant to the concept being formu
lated-and only those. 

4. Processing the Literature 

The literature review should yield several kinds of ideas and 
evidence. Primarily, it provides a picture of the variety of con
ceptual and operational definitions the concept has been 
given. These will be dealt with later in connection with mean
ing analysis and the design of actual research procedures. But 
the literature also provides descriptive information regarding 
the researcher's concept. This can be useful throughout con
ceptualization, guiding the imagination in formulating ideas, 
and providing expectations of what will be found in a later 
study. 

Keep track of empirical findings while analyzing various 
kinds of studies. Note, for example, the distribution of values the 
concept seems to take on in different populations. Is it common 
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or rare, normally distributed or skewed? How does it vary over 
time, or is it highly stable? What are its correlates? Is it limited to 
certain situations or groups (e.g., elites), or to certain periods in 
history or societal development (e.g., times of rapid change)? 

The value of keeping track of contextual information is illus
trated by Martin, McNelly, and Izcaray's (1976) study of relation
ships between use of different mass media. They divided the 
studies they found into two groups based on the correlations be
tween media. Some surveys reported high correlations among 
reading newspapers, watching television, attending films, and 
listening to radio; further, each of these measures was correlated 
with the person's education and income. They put into a second 
group those studies where correlations among use of the differ
ent media were low, and in which education and income were 
not particularly associated with radio, film, or TV use. Divided 
in this way, the first subliterature turned out to consist almost 
entirely of rural surveys in Latin America, whereas the low
correlation samples were all urban and were not geographically 
concentrated. The authors built on this background to devise a 
test of the theory that media use is constrained by socioeconomic 
status at the low end (rural populations), but that different media 
are somewhat interchangeable in the typical urban condition, 
where structural constraints on expensive and demanding forms of 
media use are not so stringent. This hypothesis, which was sup
ported, in effect modified their conceptualization of media use. 

Rarity of a phenomenon can be useful in evaluating a concep
tual literature. Traditional treatments of mass media effects (Katz 
& Lazarsfeld, 1955) emphasized the idea of a two-step flow from 
media to opinion leaders and thence to the public at large. But 
news diffusion does not work this way; most people get most of 
their news most of the time directly from mass media 
(Deutschmann & Danielson, 1960). The emphasis on personal in
fluence in mass communication theory has declined, partly on 
these simple empirical grounds; in some situations it is too rare 
to merit special theoretical attention. In less developed countries, 
on the other hand, the literature still points to interpersonal 
channels as a major locus of influence (Rogers, 1983). 

The purpose of the literature review is to guide conceptualiza
tion. All three components of the literature-meanings, opera
tional definitions, and empirical findings-should be kept 
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ready for reference as the researcher works through the process 
of explication. 

5. Levels of Definition 

Hempel (1952) distinguishes three levels of definition in empiri
cal science: nominal definition, meaning analysis, and empirical 
analysis. These are of progressively greater utility for research in 
the physical sciences. For communication research, however, 
meaning analysis is the more central kind of work; empirical def
inition is an important consideration, but literally to analyze a 
concept's full meaning in empirical terms, as a physicist might, 
is highly unlikely. 

This outline will follow Hempel's three levels of definition. 
The reader should not assume, though, that all explication leads 
eventually to empirical analysis in the sense that a concept can 
eventually be reduced to a satisfactory operational definition. 
Definitions in communication study are much more various, and 
conceived differently within separate theoretical contexts, than is 
the case with the physical sciences. Still, there is much to be done. 

Nominal Definition 

Names are often assigned to objects (e.g., The New York Times, 
Stephen, or the Sears Tower) and to classes of objects (e.g., child, 
memo). These nominal labels are perfectly serviceable in every
day conversation, but when applied to the more abstract ideas of 
communication (e.g., information, understanding, reticence) they 
are helpful only to the extent that they are accompanied by mu
tually understood linkages between the label and the object. A 
nominal definition is an arbitrary name that lacks linking state
ments; meaning analysis provides that kind of specification. A 
nominal definition is adopted as a convention; an empirical 
definition makes distinctions apparent. For example, we may 
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consider The Wall Street Journal a newspaper because most of us 
agree that it is one (nominal definition), or because it meets certain 
defined criteria that distinguish newspapers from other entities. 

Nominal definitions can become problematic when carried 
beyond their original context. For example, when electronic 
calculating machines were first built it seemed natural enough to 
call them computers. Today, though, the term computer doesn't 
describe very well what these machines do for most of us most of 
the time. To a young student who is learning to "write on the 
computer," we may have to explain a bit of history (and quite a 
bit about the many uses of the computer) so the conventional 
name is understood. Industrial etymologies account for the per
sistence of many now-confusing concepts in communication, 
such as terms from printing (e.g., the press, lower case). Words 
that once referred to concrete entities have become abstractions 
whose meanings exist independent of those roots. The basic 
point here is that giving some object, or idea, a name is not a def
inition of a concept that will carry its meaning into other con
texts. 

Meaning Analysis 

The process of analyzing the meaning of a concept may be ap
proached in two ways: by distillation and by list. In either case, 
it is useful to organize our thinking into lower-order and higher
order concepts. Lower-order concepts are closer to the world of 
observation, either in everyday life or in a contrived laboratory 
setting. A higher-order concept subsumes several lower-order 
concepts, and the hierarchical organization of this structure of 
meaning can be imagined as a definitional "tree." The trunk of 
this tree is the singular concept we are explicating; branching im
mediately from it are a few higher-order concepts; each of these 
can branch further into several lower-order concepts; each of 
these may sprout one or more operational definitions. Meaning 
analysis is largely an intellectual process, occupying the trunk 
and major branches of this structure-without totally losing 
sight of operationalization. 

Distillation of the abstract meaning of a concept begins with 
reading what many different investigators have said about it. 





28 

one time, for example, there was no need for the term mass media. 
The concept of printing sufficed until about a century ago; mass 
media was created as a concept to accommodate twentieth-cen
tury innovations. Is it still useful in our era of new communica
tion technologies? Cable television and video rentals seem easily 
added to the mass media list. But inclusion of interactive systems 
(e.g., videotext, videodisc) would depend a lot on one's defini
tion, which in turn depends on its purpose. Electronic mail, for 
example, would not belong on most lists, but for some purposes 
it might be included. If it is, a new distillation-and perhaps a 
term other than mass media-will be needed. A list is mainly a 
convenience to the user, but scholars are interdependent and 
their conceptual decisions can affect one another. 

A list does not simply expand over time. Old forms may die 
out and vanish from the list. For instance, such mass communi
cation forms as the broadside and the newsreel, which today's list
makers might ponder where to put, no longer exist in sufficient 
prominence to be worth the trouble. A list, although an imperfect 
method of concept explication, is often productive enough. It is 
not necessary to think in an organized way about all the forms a 
concept might take, just to study one or a few of them. In other 
words, when a list will do, let it do. 

Definition by list might appear at first blush to be easier to 
achieve than the more abstract distillation, with its demanding 
program of reading and analysis of disparate statements about a 
concept. But the two procedures are not distinct. In the process 
of organizing a list, such as a definitional tree, one begins to for
mulate at least an implicit set of empirical rules. 

Definition by list alone, even if it is a very thoughtful and de
fensible list, is isolated between two important limitations. Be
hind it lies the problem of explaining what rules have been 
followed in building the list. In effect, to make a list we must 
have some implicit attribute(s), which is to say a theoretical anal
ysis. Thus a list that is built after an explication is much more 
useful than a list that is simply cooked up for the immediate oc
casion of providing examples or grouping them. 

A second limitation of a list is that it is time-bound, always 
subject to change. Any given list is limited to the reality of what 
exists at the moment. In the absence of further definition, there is 
no way of knowing whether an innovation should (or could) be 
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added to the list. For instance, the concept of network evening 
news in the United States was for some years represented by a 
list of three broadcast networks: NBC, CBS, and ABC, each with 
a national news program at approximately the dinner hour. Then 
Cable News Network was formed, transmitting news around the 
clock. One question for the scholar is whether evening has been 
merely a convenient part of the name (i.e., a nominal definition) 
or if presentation of news in the early evening is of particular inter
est. The list alone does not tell you why it includes what it does. 

Nor does a list inspire the imagination. Inventions, such as an 
around-the-clock news channel, are evoked by conceptualiza
tion-not by a mere listing of what already exists. Likewise in re
search, a new concept can open the path to discovery. 

A typology is an organized list based on two or more attributes, 
hierarchically ordered. A rule is used to apply an attribute to the 
task of classification, so a typology can be thought of as a list 
based on several rules. A list based on only one rule, then, con
sists of the representations of a single attribute, and can be 
thought of as an index. In some studies mass media use, for exam
ple, is represented by a single index; while in others, it is ana
lyzed as a typology built on several attributes. 

Empirical Definition 

Hempel (1952) considered empirical analysis of a concept the 
ultimate goal of explication in the physical sciences. He envi
sioned the formation of concepts that, through empirical re
search, would eventually be specified in operational terms. The 
concept of hardness, for example, was operationalized by the 
scratch test: If one material can cut a scratch in another, it is 
harder-both by definition and in fact. 

No such hard-and-fast definitions are at hand in the study of 
human communication, nor are they likely to be. Despite consid
erable enthusiasm for "communication science" (Berger & 
Chaffee, 1987), attempts to reduce any concept in communication 
to a set of empirical referents have met with frustration. Human 
beings are too various, in their behaviors and their meanings, for 
us to arrive at a single fully satisfactory operationalization of any 
important concept. 
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A necessity is a criterion that must be met, or else the existence 
of the concept is impossible. Showing empirically that something 
is necessary is no simple matter, and attributes that are literally 
necessary are rare in communication study. More often, we set 
sufficiency as our criterion, in that any of several observations 
might satisfy our meaning of the concept. Sufficiency implies 
that the concept in question does occur if the criterion is met, 
which is often what is tested in empirical research. 

There may be a number of different conditions under which 
the concept is instantiated, and each may be sufficient. No one of 
them is necessary. For example, viewing Channel 2 news is suffi
cient as an instance of the concept "viewing of TV news" but it is 
not a necessity; observing that a person instead views news on 
Channel 5 or Channel 7 would satisfy the concept just as well. 
This is an example of the kind of empirical definition that 
emerges from a meaning analysis that consists of a list of lower
order concepts. 

Analysis by distillation generally leads toward higher-order 
concepts. Sometimes the concept is overly abstract and cannot be 
satisfactorily explicated in terms of required observations. For 
example, we might define the concept relational communication as 
requiring two persons (A and B), and a relationship (AB) be
tween them. Relational communication occurs when A acts in a 
way that B interprets as signaling what A's perception of the AB 
relationship is. Many conceptual decisions need to be made 
about the observation of A and B. Must A have a perception of 
the AB relationship? Must A's signal match it? Must B's interpre
tation of it match as well? Must this affect B's perception of the 
AB relationship? If so, must B's perception change in a direction 
closer to A's? Only if most of these questions are answered posi
tively could we define relational communication as a process of 
convergence of perceptions in an AB relationship. But if we do 
answer them positively, and if we take literally the idea of em
pirical definition, we would be faced with many, probably too 
many, observations to make. An empirical definition should not 
place an impossible burden on the empirical investigator. 

Some researchers use only part of a full concept to identify 
their required observations. For example, one might be satisfied 
to infer that relational communication has occurred if A and B 
converge over time in their perceptions of the AB relationship. 
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When this convergence does not occur, though, the researcher is 
left to wonder which elements were missing-and which were 
necessary to the concept in the first place. A different researcher 
might instead be satisfied with observation of overt messages 
about the AB relationship (e.g., "I like you," ''We're really com
municating," or, "Leave me alone"). A third might want to in
clude nonverbal cues (e.g., dress, body position, eye contact). 
Each researcher is changing the definition in substantial ways by 
deciding what is to be observed, and each specific definition 
drives a particular study. The closer a researcher's empirical def
inition gets to operational definition, which is to say the more 
that a higher-order term is replaced with a lower-order term, the 
narrower his/her concept becomes. At this point in this example, 
each researcher should sense that the starting concept of rela
tional communication is too broad, and some qualifying terminol
ogy is needed so that the different usages in these projects are 
not confused. 

Formal operations. The term formal refers here to formulas for 
mathematical operations that are performed on empirical data. 
These procedures are part of the operational definition of a con
cept, so they should be carefully designed to conform to the con
ceptual definition. Formal procedures include at least three 
steps: measurement, scaling, and statistics. 

At each step, it is important to keep in mind the concept that is 
under study. Formal operations are themselves mindless; they are 
purely formulaic and can have no idea what the researcher is trying 
to accomplish. Measures, scales, and statistical procedures are tools, 
but they do not in themselves represent concepts. The researcher is 
responsible for selecting those tools that suit the task at hand. 

Measurement consists of the assignment of symbols, typically 
numbers, to observations. Numbers are much easier to work 
with than are the observations themselves. Even purely qualita
tive, unordered attributes are assigned categorical numbers (e.g., 
O = male, 1 = female) so that they can easily be converted to per
centages, or added to other qualitative categories to create quan
titative indices. The advent of computers has strengthened the 
clerical tendency to replace qualitative meanings with numbers; 
it is all too easy to lose track of these meanings when one is scan
ning computer output. 
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In replacing a set of observations with a set of numbers, be 
sure to retain all the information that the concept requires. The 
explication should specify what this includes; if it does not, it 
needs more work. Spending time "up front" on explication can 
help avoid losing key information because the researcher failed 
to anticipate the need for it. 

Coding of communication content is a popular measurement 
activity that is common to the study of interpersonal interac
tions, mass media messages, and open-ended responses in sur
vey interviews, for example. Explication should be an ongoing 
process throughout; preliminary classification rules become re
fined as a researcher progresses through practice coding. Much 
communication content is available in precoded form, but other 
people's codes have been designed for their purposes and will 
rarely fit someone else's. Reeves (1989) notes that, for example, 
traditional categories of television programs (e.g., news, enter
tainment, advertising) do not necessarily correspond to the vari
ables that affect psychological processing. 

A single set of messages can be classified in many ways, and 
the few categories chosen need to be defined carefully. The three 
general principles for coding are as follows: 

a. There should be a place for everything; this is often called the principle 
of collectively exhaustive categories. 

b. There should be only one category for each unit; this is the principle of 
mutually exclusive categories. 

c. Each set of categories should be defined according to a single classifica
tory rule. 

The first two principles are addressed by preliminary formula
tion of categories, partly through trial and error. Coding is to 
some extent inductive; if a type of item occurs with un
anticipated frequency, it may even lead to a new focal variable. 
Reformulation proceeds until coders largely agree on the classifi
cation of items. The third principle is the most intellectual task in 
content coding. It does not mean that only one attribute can be 
used; but it does mean that each attribute used to form a typol
ogy should be separately explicated. 

A coding scheme requires explication not only of the rules for 
classification (i.e., the dimension along which items vary) but also 
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of the boundaries between categories. For example, Butler and 
Paisley (1980) created a feminist "Consciousness" scale for cod
ing sexism in the mass media. Their lowest level is called "Put 
her down"; the highest is "Recognize that she is non-stereo
typic"; in between are other categories: "Keep her in her place," 
"Give her two places," and "Acknowledge that she is equal." 
These categories are treated as mutually exclusive, arrayed in 
an ordinal scale; the boundaries are substantively significant, 
not merely convenient. 

Scaling evolves from measurement when decisions are made 
about the numbers to assign to observations. In the classic typol
ogy of scales (Stevens, 1946), every scale is at least nominal, 
which is to say any measure gives a unique name (or number) to 
each category into which units are classified. Successively higher 
forms of order are possible: ordinal scales, equal-interval scales, 
and ratio scales. The choice should be based on explication, par
ticularly a simultaneous consideration of the latent continuum 
and the operational scale. 

In explication consider first whether to treat the concept as ei
ther a continuous or a discrete variable. A continuous variable 
has an infinite series of values; personal intelligence is an exam
ple. A discrete variable is a set of categories that are inherently 
discontinuous; one cannot shade into the other. Two common 
discrete variables in everyday life are pregnancy and death. We 
even have little jokes (an acceptable adjunct to explication, if apt) 
to describe the discreteness; one cannot be "a little bit pregnant" 
or "slightly dead." 

Although we think of some concepts as continuous variables, 
none of our operational scales can be. Measures consist entirely 
of discrete categories, even though some analog devices come 
close to continuous measurement. We conventionally break 
down distance, for example, into arbitrary categories, such as 
inches, miles, or light-years. These are discrete categories; if the 
latent variable is continuous, some instances will be classified to
gether that are technically different. 

Refining categories for exact classification can be a costly effort, 
and there is no point in being more precise than the research prob
lem requires. The span represented by a scale interval should be 
fine enough to detect differences the researcher expects to be mean
ingful in the phenomena being studied. Reeves, Thorson, and 
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order, but asking this item influences later responses regarding 
abortion if the woman "does not want any more children" (Bishop, 
Oldendick, & Tuchfarber, 1985; Schuman, Presser, & Ludwig, 1981). 
On the latter issue, a lot of people seem not to hold a settled opin
ion. If the proportion endorsing an opinion statement shifts dra
matically with only minor variations in question order or 
wording, the data may represent little regarding public senti
ment (Payne, 1951). 

A sound approach to reification is to attempt to establish the 
existence of the attribute in question before conducting research 
that assumes it. Consider Iyengar's (1987) work on people's in
terpretations of causality in TV news about societal problems. He 
began by asking people simply to describe their thoughts about 
such news topics as poverty and unemployment. More than half 
the time, respondents said they thought of these as problems and 
they also thought about what causes those problems. With the 
existence of such causal thoughts established, Iyengar then went 
on to experiment on the effects of different versions of newscasts 
on these causal perceptions. 

Invariance of Usage 

We do not use every word to mean the same thing every 
time; our language is much too rich, and our lives much too 
varied, for that. One long-run goal of concept explication is to 
establish a scientific meaning for each term. It follows, then, 
that we should use that term consistently to refer to that con
cept, and not to conflate it with related concepts or alternative 
usages of the term. If we are not consistent in our application 
of scientific language, it is unlikely that anyone else will be. 
The converse does not hold, of course; being consistent our
selves is merely a small step, not one that guarantees emula
tion unless we demonstrate to others in our discipline that our 
usage pays intellectual dividends. 

The criterion of invariance would be trivial if applied only to 
ourselves. It is also a test to apply to others: Which writers use 
the concept consistently? Intellectual work is fragmented into 
schools of thought, and we can examine the literature to see 
which usages are common-and consistent-within various 
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traditions. Some groups of scholars are more cohesive than others 
in matters of definition. 

If a term is used casually to mean different things by people 
who cite one another frequently, there may be a need for con
tinued explication. In mass communication the term knowledge 
gap refers to a process of widening social differences as a re
sult of an information campaign (Tichenor, Donohue, & 
Olien, 1970). Perhaps because the term itself sounds like a 
static condition, however, it sometimes gets diminished to 
mean little more than a predictable difference in information 
levels between social strata. The powerful conception of the 
knowledge gap as a process, and as an inadvertent societal 
dysfunction that a campaign might be designed to avoid (Rog
ers, 1976), gets lost. To some extent this is due to a purposeful 
ambiguity in the term, but variance in usage is a risk of am
biguous terminology. 

Some writers delight in using an ambiguous term to point up a 
number of thoughts at one time. There is nothing wrong with 
this practice-and it often makes for delightful reading-but it 
should not be confused with explication of a concept. It is an ex
ercise in the variousness of meanings, but not an attempt to 
focus upon a useful one for further study. 

In qualitative studies of communication-itself something of a 
misnomer since all communication research relies upon qualita
tively defined concepts-Christians and Carey (1981) argue for 
the utility of "sensitized concepts" (see also Blumer, 1954) rather 
than explication. A loosely defined idea has the value of sensitiz
ing the researcher to many possible instances of it. This approach 
calls for a different kind of specification, leaves open the issue of 
reification, and intentionally makes room for considerable vari
ance in usage. Christians and Carey give examples of provocative 
phrases, such as Veblen's concept of conspicuous consumption, 
which suggest certain kinds of phenomena but do not narrowly 
define what to observe. An extreme form of ambiguity is the oxy
moron, a compound term whose parts seem inherently at odds 
with one another. Riesman's lonely crowd is a good example. 
The point Christians and Carey are making is that one should 
not attempt to define these terms with great specificity, lest they 
be stripped of their sensitizing capacity. This approach is inde
pendent of explication. A sensitizing concept is speculative, a 
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way of "seeing with new eyes," and could well be a tool in an 
early stage of scientific investigation. 

Invariance of usage, then, is relative in some degree to the 
stage to which a program of research has progressed. In early 
stages there is likely to be a good deal of ambiguity and flexi
ble usage, as part of an open-minded orientation to phenom
ena to be studied. Theories about communication come not 
only from participation and observation, but also from think
ing about those experiences. If, however, variance within the 
same writer or the same intellectual tradition does not at some 
point begin to shrink so that meanings become focused, we 
should suspect that rather little progress is being made to
ward understanding. 

No concept in communication research is likely to refer to 
identical operations and meanings across the full range of in
vestigators, theorists, writers, and users of knowledge. A kind 
of discipline can be said to exist, though, when there is a 
group of scientists who use a set of terms consistently-even if 
most people do not. In physics, for instance, the terms energy 
and work have quite explicit meanings; they are definable in 
terms of simple formulas, which every physicist understands 
within a dearly bounded theoretical system. Those who have 
not studied physics often do not understand these meanings 
and may use these same words in many other ways. The word 
mass in mass communication, for example, has rather little to do 
with its meaning in physics. 

Invariance of usage of a term across a large number of schol
ars and scientists cannot be accomplished by fiat, despite the 
hopes of some dictionary writers in circumscribed disciplines. 
In the long run consistency grows out of need when a large 
number of studies point in the same direction. Scientists have 
to communicate their research to one another without exten
sive face-to-face conversation. Concept explication, from the 
specification of criteria to the standardization of formal opera
tions, helps a great deal toward this end. If we find scholars 
using the same term to mean quite different things, or using 
different words to refer to the same concept, we can conclude 
that the explication process has yet to be achieved at the level 
of the discipline as a whole. 
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7. Modified Definition 

Having evaluated our definition according to the criteria in 
Chapter 6, we may wish to rethink our explication. Often a 
scholar gets to this point and decides to start over, recognizing 
the pitfalls of what seemed at the start like a good idea. 

The next step in explication is to set forth boundaries for the 
concept; the observations that need to be made to instantiate it; 
and the formal operations that are to be performed on these ob
servations. The careful scholar returns to these considerations 
often, working between meaning and observation to formulate a 
tentative, modified definition for further research. 

8. Operational Procedures 

Deciding what to do empirically is a critical point in any re
search project, and a very unsettling time if we are doing the job 
properly. Large decisions face us. Textbooks on research meth
ods typically frame these as choices among major classes of 
methods, such as content analysis, sample survey, or laboratory 
experiment. But those are venues for observation, and first we 
need to know what we are trying to observe. That has been the 
purpose of our explication. The choice of method should flow 
from the definition we are reaching. 

The operational definition should take precedence over other 
decisions regarding operational procedures. In principle, we 
seek to study people and contexts that are most appropriate to 
our concept, not vice versa. In practice, there is a good deal of 
compromise at this stage. We study communication because we 
are interested in the people and the contexts, and some are more 
interesting to us than others. But there is a difference between 
studying college students because our concept is particularly 
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suited to them, and because they are easily available to us. At the 
least, we must take care that the real-world settings we select for 
study do not constrain the variation we are seeking to capture in 
our operational definition. 

Research methods are not intended to be covered fully or sys
tematically in this book. There are many texts on research de
sign, data collection, statistical analysis, and other features of 
operational research. Here we will touch on these matters only 
as they bear upon concept explication. References will be limited 
to methods that are fairly standard within traditional communi
cation study. The reader interested in other methods will, it is 
hoped, carry conceptual concerns into those domains. 

Passive Versus Active Observation 

A first-order question to consider is whether the observations 
our explication requires already occur. If not, we may have to 
make them occur, that is, create them. Communication is often 
conceived as a way of making some other condition occur; if that 
occurrence is not easily observable, the investigator may have to 
either create novel communications or impose exposure to spe
cific, selected communications for the people in whom the condi
tion is to occur. This procedure is common in experimental 
research on communication effects. The principle extends to any 
condition required according to the concept explication. The gen
eral question for the investigator is whether to adopt a passive 
observer's role, or to take an active part in creating the condi
tions necessary for observation. 

A great deal of work in communication research consists of ac
tive observation in this extended sense. Archives, for example, 
are created for use in research. There are stacks of newspapers 
and private collections of videotapes all about. To create an ar
chive suitable for systematic content analysis, though, is expen
sive, laborious, and space-consuming, an ongoing activity to 
which only a very few research libraries commit themselves. 

Record keeping is another common form of data creation. 
People communicate thousands or millions of times (depend
ing upon the explication) a day, but neither they nor others 
keep many records of those events. Indeed, to keep a thorough 
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record can constrain the communication behavior so that it 
would be quite unrealistic as a representation of natural events. 
Csikszentmihalyi and Kubey (1981) have devised a method of 
randomly sampling people's communication behavior 
throughout the day by signaling them with a radio "beeper" 
each time the person is to fill out a brief self-report form. 

Experimentation is built upon actively created data, in the 
form of the manipulated (independent) variable at least. Events 
are made to occur so the researcher can be confident of observing 
them. A subject can be exposed to a message that does not exist 
outside the experimental laboratory, and responses may be elic
ited that likewise could not occur anywhere else. For instance, 
Bandura, Ross, and Ross (1961) compared children's play behav
iors after seeing a live or filmed adult "model" attack (punch, 
kick) an inflatable doll. Later, in a test situation, the child's toys 
included a similar inflatable doll; the operational issue was 
whether the children would imitate the model's attack. None of 
this hitting and kicking, filmed or otherwise, would have oc
curred were it not for this study, although one underlying reason 
for the experiment was that in real life some children do all too 
much hitting and kicking. 

The survey researcher may rely on a respondent's ability to re
call communication events after some time. Survey interviewers 
often aid recall with detailed question formats, supplementary 
diaries, and other devices that help the person succeed as a self
observing participant in the research. 

Survey research is an intermediate method with respect to 
the passive-active observational continuum. That is, surveys 
often mix both kinds of data. Many interview questions would 
not occur to respondents who are not in the study; one-quarter 
of interviewees may give opinions even about fictitious mat
ters unless they are offered a negative cue, such as, "Do you 
have an opinion on this or not?" (Bishop, Oldendick, Tuchfar
ber, & Bennett, 1980). The researcher runs the risk of mistak
ing created data for observed events; all that has been 
observed, technically at least, is that the person has been 
asked a certain question and has given a particular response 
to it on that occasion. 

The existential status of actively created data needs to be 
considered carefully. Active methods for observation are 
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