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4  An Appraisal and Revision of the

Constructivist Research Program

JOHN GASTIL
University of Wisconsin—Madison

This essay uses Imre Lakatos's methodology of scientific research programs Lo assess
and revise the constructivist approach (o communication. Consiructivisi is evaluated
as a series of changing theories that share common assumptions. A review ol construc-
tivist theory and research scrutinizes the program’s main methodological innovations
and its insights into cognitive development, social perception, and person-centered
communication. Revisions are then suggested: Constructivism needs a more advanced
explication of knowledge structures, cognitive processing, cognitive development, and
self-perception. Constructivist research should also employ more precise hypotheses,
maintain methodological diversity, and vigorously examine anomalous findings. The
conclusion briefly estimates the program’s longevity and highlights ethical imperatives
that could fuel future constructivist research.

ONSTRUCTIVISM entered the field of communication in the 1970s and
offered a new perspective on cognitive development, social perception,
and communication (Delia & Crockett, 1973; Swanson & Delia, 1976).
Before the end of the decade, constructivists had studied the cognitive and com-
municative development of children and adolescents (Delia & Clark, 1977), per-
spective taking (Hale & Delia, 1976), interpersonal evaluations (Delia, Crockett,
Press, & O’Keefe, 1975), conversation (Delia, Clark, & Switzer, 1979), and
persuasion (B. J. O'Keefe & Delia, 1979). Although individual theorists have
branched in different directions, the central tenets of constructivism contin-
ued to shape research throughout the 1980s and into the present decade (e.g.,
Burleson & Denton, 1992; Martin, 1992; B. I. 0’Keefe, 1992; Zimmerman &
Applegate, 1992).
Periodic reviews have summarized and organized constructivist research
(e.g., Applegate, 1990; Burleson & Waltman, 1988: Delia, O’ Keefe, & O’Keefe,
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