
CERTAINTY RAISED 1 

Running head: CERTAINTY RAISED 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Certainty Raised: Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

Eric Tabone 

Ithaca College 



CERTAINTY RAISED 2 

Certainty Raised: Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

 In 1973, Charles Berger formed a study analyzing attribution theory in communication, 

focusing on the assumption that people find similarities between one another.  He observed 

peoples ability to complete puzzles with predetermined difficulties, to compare their levels of 

agreement with the proctors who attributed their difficulties to either the test or the tester 

(Berger).  Studying such agreements, similarities, and interpersonal attractions began the 

foundation for some of the core maxims behind uncertainty reduction theory. 

 This paper will first explain uncertainty reduction theory (URT), explaining its 

assumptions and briefly breaking down its seven axioms.  After looking at other contributions by 

Berger, the paper will address, in a literature review, positive and negative criticisms of URT, 

possible alterations and restructurings, and four applications of the theory.  Finally, this paper 

offers a critique by the author, as well as a personal application to illustrate the theory firsthand. 

Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

Two years after his initial suggestions, Berger worked with a colleague in defining 

uncertainty reduction theory, derived from the sociopsychological tradition (Berger & Calabrese, 

1975).  Its central assumption is that when people meet for the very first time, their concerns 

regarding one another are that related to reducing uncertainty or increasing the predictability of 

the other‟s behavior (Berger & Calabrese).  For example, one might ask a new acquaintance in 

which state the other was born.  Uncertainty reduction theory attributes this behavior to the desire 

of the person wishing to become more certain about the other.  Thus, in the beginning of such an 

initial interaction, uncertainty is high (Berger & Calabrese). 

Uncertainty reduction theory is composed of seven axioms, from which there are twenty-

one correlated theorems (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).  These seven principles are used to both 

predict (proactively) and explain (retroactively) someone‟s behavior, and, as a result, reduce 

levels of uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese). 
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Axiom 1: An increase in verbal communication will decrease uncertainty, which will, in turn, 

increase verbal communication (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) 

 The first axiom focuses strictly on the amount of verbal communication, inversely related 

to uncertainty levels.  The prime supposition is that throughout the length of the interaction, the 

more individuals speak to one another, the less uncertain they will feel about the other.  And as 

that uncertainty is reduced, verbal communication will increase. 

Axiom 2: An increase in nonverbal expressiveness will decrease uncertainty, which will, in turn, 

increase nonverbal expressiveness (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) 

 Similar to the first axiom, uncertainty reduction theory‟s second axiom uses nonverbal 

expressiveness as an uncertainty predictor.  For instance, according to URT, as one communicator 

more frequently nods their head and smiles, the other communicator will feel less uncertain.  The 

first two combined axioms of URT cover all general aspects of verbal and nonverbal 

communication. 

Axiom 3: High levels of uncertainty will increase information-seeking behavior; as uncertainty 

decreases, so do information-seeking behaviors (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) 

 The third axiom extracts information-seeking behavior out of the verbal communication 

predictor, and directly corresponds it to uncertainty.  Simply, the more uncertainty one feels, the 

more they will increase behaviors related to gaining information, like asking questions about the 

other.  If uncertainty is low, information-seeking behavior will be too. 

Axiom 4: High levels of uncertainty will decrease communication content’s intimacy levels; low 

uncertainty increases intimacy (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) 

 The next axiom is related to the intimate content of the communication between the 

individuals.  If uncertainty is high, the level of intimacy in their verbal and nonverbal 

communications will be much lower.  For example, one probably would not disclose personal 

information or emotions if he or she felt high levels of uncertainty when communicating.  

However, the more certain they are, the more comfortable they will feel; thus, increased intimacy. 
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Axiom 5: High levels of uncertainty will increase the rates of reciprocity; low uncertainty 

decreases the rates (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) 

 The fifth axiom claims uncertainty as a promoter of rates of reciprocity between one 

another.  URT states high uncertainty will result in more back-and-forth communication, and the 

lower uncertainty is, responses will be longer and richer.  Essentially, it paints a conversation 

high in uncertainty as one being filled with quick questions and brief answers, whereas a low 

uncertainty conversation is deeper and more thoughtful.  

Axiom 6: Similarities will decrease uncertainty; dissimilarities increase uncertainty (Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975) 

 According to URT‟s sixth axiom, the more communicators have in common, the lower 

their uncertainty will be about the other; the less they have in common, the higher their 

uncertainty.  For example, if a person were to find out that their communication partner had also 

visited the Great Wall, the person would have an instant affinity, having at least that in common.  

But if the two people had absolutely nothing in common, they would, URT says, remain wholly 

uncertain. 

Axiom 7: High levels of uncertainty will decrease liking; low uncertainty increases liking (Berger 

& Calabrese, 1975) 

 The last axiom of uncertainty reduction theory, similar to the sixth, states the inverse 

correlation between uncertainty and liking.  Simply, the more uncertain one feels, the less likely it 

will result in liking, or being attracted to, the other person.  Of all seven axioms, this one assumes 

the strongest that uncertainty is negative (Bradac, 2001). 

Berger also provides three possible stages of initial interaction in which people will seek 

to reduce uncertainty: the entry stage, which is typically determined by implicit and explicit 

cultural norms and primarily revolve around innocuous information like demographics; the 

personal stage, involving attitudinal topics (this stage usually only occurs after repeated 
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interactions); and the exit stage, which determines all decisions about any possible future 

interactions (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). 

Elaborations 

Berger provides a closer analysis of the actual uncertainty in URT by dividing it into 

behavioral and cognitive (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991).  Whereas cognitive uncertainty can be 

inquired about directly to the individual, behavioral uncertainty should be observed (Berger & 

Gudykunst).  Most studies surrounding uncertainty reduction theory involve themselves with 

behavioral uncertainties, as those concerning cognitive uncertainties have been observed to 

produce less than desired results for researchers because of their subjects‟ awareness.  Examples 

of altering levels of behavioral uncertainty include increasing communication, which decreases 

uncertainty, and pause rates, a good uncertainty indicator (Berger & Gudykunst). 

Another elaboration on the process of uncertainty reduction involves the overall 

strategies people use in their communication.  These are broken down into goals, plans, and 

tactics, each one a subset of the previous (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991).  Tactics are considered 

low-level habits, which comprise one‟s plans (Berger & Gudykunst).  If these are both well 

established and the goal is clear, the person has created an action sequence, which will ease their 

interactive communications (Berger & Gudykunst).  Berger posits that goal planners in an action 

sequence are more likely to reach their personal social ambitions, and that uncertainty reduction 

is crucial to such aspirations (Berger & Gudykunst). 

Uncertainty reduction theory utilizes absolute terms and axioms, which are more likely to 

be scrutinized.  For example, higher frequency communication can easily evolve into 

routinization, which results in arousal coming only from an expectancy violation (Berger & 

Gudykunst, 1991).  In a romantic relationship, decreasing uncertainty levels can lead to lowered 

arousal and an eventual decline in romance (Berger, 1993).  This reinforces the concept of “good 

uncertainty”, such as a spouse unexpectedly bringing home flowers (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991).  

Berger attempted to correct the initially biased URT with both negative and positive uncertainties, 
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but results showed participants aligned their affiliation with uncertainty far closer to its negative 

aspects (Berger & Gudykunst). 

Literature Review 

From its conception, uncertainty reduction theory was questioned by researchers and 

dissected by theorists, but none so closely as Michael Sunnafrank‟s (1986) predicted outcome 

value (POV) theory.  This literature review will address the contested alternate theory, before 

highlighting the many criticisms of URT, as well as some applications to demonstrate the theory 

in use. 

Predicted Outcome Value Theory 

Predicted outcome value theory hypothesizes that when strangers initially interact, there 

are a limited number of outcomes each individual wants to experience (Sunnafrank, 1986).  

Within the theory‟s twenty-two propositions and hypotheses, the main assumptions are that 

attraction increases when greater positive outcomes are anticipated, greater positive outcomes 

will result in a stronger effort to continue future communication, and that individuals will lead 

their communication in order to achieve these positive outcomes (Sunnafrank).  Sunnafrank 

(1986) agrees that both theories connect with the process of reducing uncertainty, but criticizes 

URT for not considering the motivation of individuals to specifically maximize their 

communicative outcome potential.  Sunnafrank (1986) also claims early URT support reinforces 

POV more.  Therefore, predicted outcome value theory would force alterations of uncertainty 

reduction theory‟s theorems and rewording of the seven axioms to favor predicted outcomes over 

uncertainty reduction (Sunnafrank). 

Berger (1986) defends uncertainty reduction theory in arguing that Sunnafrank 

misrepresented the theory by applying it to lengthier relationship lifecycles than Berger had 

originally intended.  Berger (1986) also reinforces the idea that uncertainty reduction is involved 

in the whole interactive communication process, so predicted outcome values can only be 

considered as a subset, not as a full alternative theory.  Sunnafrank (1986) counters these beliefs 
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by citing URT‟s values as primary goals through outcome maximization, not uncertainty 

reduction.  For example, information-seeking might not be intended for the feeling of certainty, 

but rather to achieve some goal (Sunnafrank). 

In a direct comparative test, Sunnafrank (1990) attempts to illustrate URT‟s weaknesses 

with a result of only partial support.  Because POV‟s assumptions conflict with all seven URT 

axioms and nine of its theorems, POV is reiterated by it‟s theorist as a viable and more 

appropriate alternative (Sunnafrank).  For example, in URT, information-seeking behavior is 

considered a positively correlated variable when reducing uncertainty.  However, POV uses 

outcomes as an intermediary, which negates the positive correlation.  Put simply, a decrease in 

uncertainty results in an increase in positive outcomes that then increases information-seeking 

behavior, which is the opposite of URT‟s claim (Sunnafrank). 

It could be understood how Sunnafrank supports his theory while concurrently eroding 

support for URT in his testing.  Nevertheless, Berger again challenged predicted outcome value 

theory‟s principles, citing a 1988 study that held up six URT axioms and contradicted half of 

POV (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991).  Berger questioned POV more accurately than did Sunnafrank 

of URT, by suggesting POV be reformulated strictly on the basis that it is not extendable beyond 

the context of initial interactions, which is all uncertainty reduction theory has ever attempted to 

include (Berger & Gudykunst).  While the criticisms and challenges of uncertainty reduction 

theory have continued, arguments between the two theorists have slowed in the area of 

communication because, while URT is imperfect, predicted outcome value theory was too vague, 

ill-defined, less supported outside of Sunnafrank‟s own tests, and far less parsimonious than 

URT. 

Uncertainty 

From the initial creation of URT, it was assumed uncertainty could have a strong impact 

on one‟s emotional responses (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991).  Berger (1975) and his colleague used 

early romantic relationships as examples where uncertainty plays an important role.  Long after 
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the initial theory was proposed, uncertainty was studied in long-term relationships (Berger & 

Gudykunst, 1991).  While we will look at this kind of application in further detail later in this 

paper, it was found that levels of uncertainty were higher in failing or failed relationships, and 

lower in those being actively and positively maintained (Berger & Gudykunst). 

These applications of URT assume uncertainty is negative, and the theory absolutely 

presumes people seek to reduce it.  However, uncertainty has positive roles, as we will discuss 

later.  Just as people seeking new romantic relationships might seek uncertainty reduction, they 

can just as easily hope to keep some levels of uncertainty alive, preferring excitement to boredom 

(Berger, 1993).  There are also areas which uncertainty should be maintained or increased, such 

as in various competitions and intelligence organizations (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991). 

Goldsmith (2001) addresses the idea of uncertainty‟s meaning and suggests a more 

concentrated look into its sociocultural context.  Four case studies show how different 

communities (Puerto Rican, Western Apache, Malagasy, and North American collegiate) 

interpret and deal with uncertainty differently (Goldsmith).  For example, Puerto Ricans avoid 

direct language, Western Apaches are silent when uncertainty is high, and skilled Malagasian 

communicators attempt to keep uncertainty increased (Goldsmith).  These three illustrations 

conflict with the North American community and most core URT suppositions, suggesting the 

theory is too engrained in our particular culture to generalize across others. 

Supplementation 

Uncertainty reduction theory has often been criticized for avoiding the issue of 

motivation.  Berger (1979) offers three possible antecedents to URT as motivating factors in the 

act of reducing uncertainty.  The first is incentives, which includes the realization of goals and 

obtaining of rewards (Berger).  This compliments URT‟s assumption of simple knowledge 

gathering through communication.  The second is the extent to which one acts outside of expected 

behaviors, called deviation (Berger).  Deviating from norms impacts ones cognitive awareness 

about the other.  The third and last antecedent is how strongly one expects future interactions with 
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their fellow communicator (Berger).  If future interactions are anticipated, the initial interaction 

might be considerably deeper than a momentary encounter.  Any other antecedents would fall 

under one of these three categories (Berger). 

Kellermann & Reynolds (1990) offer an improvement on Berger‟s three antecedents to 

URT by explaining, in further detail, antecedents‟ roles in tolerating uncertainty.  For example, as 

an antecedent like deviance increases, the tolerance for uncertainty decreases (Kellermann & 

Reynolds).  The researchers explain their replacement of the term „uncertainty reduction‟ with 

„tolerance for uncertainty‟ as a clarification for the antecedent‟s objective.  Simply, an antecedent 

doesn‟t affect uncertainty, but it does affect one‟s tolerance for uncertainty, which will result in 

the person experiencing motivation to reduce it (Kellermann & Reynolds).  These antecedents are 

intended to amplify ones uncertainty anxiety, which in turn impacts one of the seven URT axioms 

(Kellermann & Reynolds). 

In testing, the researchers‟ study showed generally mixed results, though some strong 

common themes prevailed.  First, while the theory‟s liking axiom had been heavily scrutinized 

(discussed further in the next section), here it was supported through the use of uncertainty 

reduction antecedents (Kellermann & Reynolds, 1990).  Second, the idea of information-seeking 

behavior impacting uncertainty was again rejected (Kellermann & Reynolds).  Third, results 

showed all three antecedents to be significant variables in URT, causing the researchers to 

propose two new axioms based on the behavioral antecedents, incentives and deviation 

(anticipation of future interaction was considered a cognitive antecedent) (Kellermann & 

Reynolds).  Stated simply, they are: as deviant behavior increases, uncertainty levels increases 

(Kellermann & Reynolds); and, as incentive value of the other person increases, uncertainty 

levels decrease (Kellermann & Reynolds). 

Another brief, yet important aspect of this study is how it invalidates predicted outcome 

value theory.   Sunnafrank‟s original POV theory and his asserted reformulation of URT are both 

challenged when incorporating antecedents in uncertainty reduction (Kellermann & Reynolds, 
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1990).  This is notable because the central assumptions of POV run parallel to these three 

antecedents, and more successful research has been produced with them in mind. 

Clarifications 

Predicted outcome value theory was the sharpest and most direct questioning of 

uncertainty reduction theory, but URT is composed of many parts, all of which have been 

repeatedly tested.  Axiom #3, involving information-seeking behavior, has continually been all 

but completely disproved, and elusive terminology tied to uncertainty, such as „liking‟, is suspect 

(Douglas, 1994).  As shown by Sunnafrank, researchers can only accurately contest a theory if 

concentrating on its explicit focuses.  Kellermann (1993) admits her earlier work had focused not 

on uncertainty reduction processes, but rather interaction processes.  She differentiates between 

URT‟s focus on how people interact with one another, and how they get to know one another 

(Kellermann).  These discrepancies are significant when considering which studies are most 

applicable in testing the theory‟s strengths or weaknesses. 

Deficiencies 

Uncertainty reduction theory‟s twenty-one theorems were obtained using the transitivity 

rule of mathematics (i.e. “if A then C” & “if B then C”, then A and B are related) (Gudykunst, 

1984).  This then requires another logic rule, the fallacy of the excluded middle (i.e. A and B 

aren‟t necessarily related because of C), which would indicate that URT‟s theorems are at the 

very least questionable and must be individually tested, separate from the axioms (Gudykunst).  

This point was assumed for many critiques of the theory, but should be made explicit for all 

applications. 

Restructuring 

With these criticisms of uncertainty reduction theory comes the possibility of an overall 

restructuring.  Individuals aren‟t slaves to rules because they‟re natural inquirers who seek to not 

only gain knowledge but to understand it (Berger, 1979).  To explain, he offers three categories of 

strategies that individuals would use to obtain knowledge about another.  Passive strategies are 
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based solely on observation in an unobtrusive way (Berger).  One example is viewing the target 

person with a friend, and comparing oneself to the friend, to assess your own potential interactive 

ability or outcome (Berger).  Active strategies include environmental manipulations, and asking 

third parties about the other person (Berger).  Lastly, interactive strategies, which include verbal 

interrogation, self-disclosure, and deception detection, are all utilized in uncertainty reduction 

theory (Berger). 

While these approaches help explain the process of gaining knowledge, they neglect the 

act of understanding such knowledge in interpersonal communication (Berger & Bradac, 1982).  

Berger (1982) splits uncertainty into cognitive and behavioral, about ones beliefs and attitudes, 

and the extent to which one‟s actions are predictable, respectively.  Uncertainty designations or 

strategies of uncertainty reduction could simply be built upon the original theory, though the 

effects would lessen URT‟s parsimony. 

Applications 

Uncertainty reduction theory is generally applicable to numerous types of interactions, 

especially those with highly variable levels of uncertainty, such as psychology, stock markets, 

economic forecasts, governmental relations, and insurances (Berger, 1993).  For example, in 

organizational settings, external relations between customers and employees, as well as internal 

relations between coworkers, can all be analyzed through the principles of URT (Kramer, 1999).  

Before focusing too closely on institutions, let us first analyze the potential role URT has in 

romantic relationships. 

Romantic Relationships 

Utilizing uncertainty reduction theory as a backdrop, researchers discovered romantic 

partners experience less uncertainty and are more likely to stay together over time when they 

perceive higher levels of similarity with their partner, communicate more with the partner‟s 

family and friends, and receive greater support from that social network (Parks & Adelman, 

1983).  Also tested was the link between uncertainty and the sheer amount of communication 
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between partners, but it is only partially supported (Parks & Adelman).  Break-ups were found to 

have lower similarity levels, and less communication and support from the partner‟s social 

networks, and thus much higher uncertainty (Parks & Adelman).  Concentrating on the whole 

lifecycle of the romantic relationship, specific axioms and theorems of URT can be applied to 

explain and manage uncertainty levels (Parks & Adelman). 

This introduces the idea of social networks, not just direct interaction, impacting one‟s 

level of uncertainty with other individuals (Parks & Adelman, 1983).  Parasocial interactions that 

involve one-sided relationships, somewhat similar to Berger‟s passive strategy‟s tactics, can also 

influence one‟s uncertainty reduction processes (Perse & Rubin, 1989).  In a study involving the 

use of passive strategies, subjects were shown various pictures, half of which anticipated future 

interaction with the individuals they were viewing (Berger, 1981).  Here, subjects preferred 

viewing anticipated correspondents in both social and informal situations, supporting Berger‟s 

passive strategies (Berger).  While these approaches go around and beyond initial interactions, 

they can still be suitably tested under the pretext of URT. 

Organizations 

As mentioned previously, uncertainty reduction theory can be translated to organizational 

aspects.  For instance, a new employee entering a workplace will experience uncertainty, and the 

organization itself is composed of many factors impacting such uncertainty (Mignerey & Rubin, 

1995).  Socialization within the organization can be understood as the theory‟s liking variable, 

which will decrease uncertainty, as would organizational similarities (Mignerey & Rubin). 

Not only do newcomers experience high uncertainty in job entry but transferees as well, 

both of who utilize active and interactive strategies (Kramer, 1994).  During on-the-job 

occurrences such as employment transfer and managerial feedback, uncertainty is an important 

factor in the overall success of the individual, thus URT‟s usefulness (Kramer).  Where URT‟s 

information-seeking axiom was unsupported in previous studies, in organizational applications it 

has been appropriately revived (Kramer).  In fact, an organizational setting is ideal for the theory 
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to be studies because the idea of possible future interactions is difficult to simulate in a laboratory 

setting, whereas employees understand implicitly that initial interactions are not their last 

(Kramer). 

Kramer (1993) provides a model of the job transfer process, which represents uncertainty 

levels during an employment transition (Appendix).  At first, uncertainty is somewhat increased 

during the loosening phase, and much more so in the transition phase (Kramer; Appendix).  Only 

during the final phase of tightening is uncertainty reduced (Kramer; Appendix).  This is the 

transition point where transferees would increase information-seeking behaviors, like asking 

coworkers where to find specific information (Kramer; Appendix).  Also, it was discovered that 

transferees who used feedback techniques at their old job significantly reduced their uncertainty, 

and had lower levels of stress and higher levels of job satisfaction in their new job (Kramer).  

Throughout the entire process, transferees had cognitive uncertainty, which can affect results but 

is easier for researchers to study and tabulate (Kramer). 

Cultures 

Possibly the most expansive applications of uncertainty reduction theory are those in 

cultural situations.  High-context cultures are defined by their easily observable and interpretable 

signs and symbols, whereas low-context cultures require more explicit explanations (Berger & 

Gudykunst, 1991).  In Hofstede‟s multidimensional theory of culture, the idea of uncertainty 

avoidance is included (Berger & Gudykunst).  Just as a culture is typically considered high-

context or low-context, they are also classified as either high-uncertainty avoidance or low-

uncertainty avoidance (Berger & Gudykunst).  For use in cultural studies, some minor 

adjustments are required on URT‟s part, equating uncertainty reduction with uncertainty 

avoidance. 

Asia and North America provide good examples of uncertainty reduction theory applied 

to high- and low-context cultures, respectively.  In an intracultural study within Japan, Korea, and 

America, three types of interpersonal relationships were analyzed: acquaintances, friends, and 
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dates (Gudykunst, Yang, & Nishida, 1985).  Within these relationships, several communication 

techniques and attributes were examined, such as self-disclosure and attraction (Gudykunst, et al., 

1985).  Among the matrix of results, elements of URT found to be true across at least two 

cultures were the relationship between attraction (liking) & similarity, self-disclosure 

(information-seeking behavior) & interactive strategies, and attraction & interactive strategies 

(Gudykunst, et al.).  While many results and URT principles were found unusable in a strict 

cultural context, those that were supported suggest parts of theory can still be acutely applied 

outside the United States.  For application across different societies, a specific cross-cultural 

version of URT would be required (Gudykunst, et al.). 

Media 

Another application of URT lies in the media, evading the assumption of communicating 

in-person (Pratt & Wiseman, 1999).  Because the theory‟s driving force is reducing uncertainty, 

its logic can be generalized to the use of mass communication (Boyle et al., 2004).  Individuals 

typically use mass media to collect information, which can be assumed in terms of URT as 

information-seeking behavior (Boyle et al.).  In our post September 11
th
 world, such activity is 

considered an active strategy in uncertainty reduction (Boyle et al.). 

However, not all media-related information-seeking behavior is motivated by negative 

emotions.  Emailing can be considered equivalent to nonverbal expressiveness, and questions 

asked within the messages can be characterized as information-seeking behavior (Pratt & 

Wiseman, 1999).  In a study involving computer-mediated communication among e-penpals, 

URT‟s controversial axiom #3 was reinforced when it was observed that uncertainty reduction 

occurred after email questions were successfully answered (Pratt & Wiseman).  However, some 

basic URT assumptions were unsupported, such as the overall decrease in number of questions 

asked over time, so once again some closer restructuring of URT would be necessary for the 

specific use of media (Pratt & Wiseman). 

Author‟s Evaluation of Uncertainty Reduction Theory 
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The reader has now established sufficient knowledge of uncertainty reduction theory 

through the analysis of the theory‟s principles, criticisms of the theory, and applications of the 

theory in use.  The author will now apply Littlejohn & Foss‟ (2005) six criteria for evaluating 

theory to URT: scope, appropriateness, heuristic value, validity, parsimony, and openness. 

Scope 

A theory‟s scope refers to how broadly applicable or exhaustive its principles are 

(Littlejohn & Foss, 2005).  Because theories can vary so widely in knowledge, their generalities 

should be defined within their specific field or fields (Littlejohn & Foss).  Too narrow a scope 

and a theory can only be applied in very specific instances, which can hinder its progress 

(Littlejohn & Foss).  In contrast, theories with broad scopes could become widely misused 

(Littlejohn & Foss). 

 Uncertainty reduction theory‟s scope, I believe, is fitting for its sought after purpose.  The 

seven axioms cover specific aspects of interpersonal communication, but the theory encompasses 

communication on the whole.  URT‟s details are broad enough to apply branch into other areas, 

such as replacing the idea of uncertainty reduction with another element of cognition, like 

satisfaction.  The theorems within URT provide ample opportunity for researchers to uncover 

other relationships between the theory‟s variables.  Also, the question of applicability outside of 

in-person, initial interactions offers uncertainty reduction theory the possibility of a wide breadth 

of functions. 

My biggest concern is the theory‟s fittingness in other cultures.  As shown in numerous 

studies, communication varies from culture to culture, and so the theory makes a strong but 

undefined assumption in being relatable strictly to American society.  Multicultural versions of 

the theory would be most interesting for comparative, and integrative purposes.  However, I feel 

the basic URT definition is too highly contested to extend across other cultures. 

Appropriateness 
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 A second part of theory evaluation is its appropriateness, according to Littlejohn & Foss 

(2005).  Consistency and relevance to the knowledge being studying can dismiss a theory as 

unrelated and therefore inappropriate (Littlejohn & Foss). 

 As mentioned previously, some researchers discovered their earlier work with uncertainty 

reduction theory had been misguided, in focusing too closely on interaction and not uncertainty 

reduction (Kellermann, 1993).  These characteristics may seem inseparable, but distinctions do 

exist.  With URT, researchers cannot underestimate the importance of studying the appropriate 

aspects of interpersonal communication laid out in the theory.  Much of the demise of 

Sunnafrank‟s predicted outcome value theory was due to his oversight of URT‟s explicit focus on 

initial interactions, instead choosing to evaluate entire relationships in one sitting.  I believe the 

simple cause and effect nature of URT‟s axioms make for effective evaluations and studies.  

Every part of uncertainty reduction theory is straightforward and relevant to communication 

techniques, especially its basis of individuals wanting to reduce uncertainty. 

Heuristic Value 

Littlejohn & Foss‟ (2005) third criterion is a theory‟s heuristic value.  A theory has a 

higher heuristic value if it is used to assemble previous knowledge and act as a bridge towards 

future knowledge (Littlejohn & Foss).  This is established when a theory has successfully 

included and excluded information, guiding other theorists towards new initiatives (Littlejohn & 

Foss). 

 Uncertainty reduction theory, because of its somewhat controversial terminology and 

principles, has generated both studies and other theories, like predicted outcome value theory and 

uncertainty management theory.  URT lends itself to numerous extrapolations, interpretations, 

and applications, so the theory has a high heuristic value.  It is my opinion that using the word 

„uncertainty‟ suffices dually, to both accurately define the theory and to leave open the possibility 

of improvements or alterations.  Many of the theory‟s communication topics, like information-
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seeking behavior and nonverbal expressiveness, provide ample possibilities for even further 

research just as it has in its 30-year existence. 

Validity 

A theory would lose all credibility if it were utterly false, ergo Littlejohn & Foss‟ (2005) 

fourth evaluative technique, validity.  However, because different theories have different values 

and principles, validity branches into three varieties (Littlejohn & Foss).  One type is a theory‟s 

worth (Littlejohn & Foss), which can be somewhat tied to a theory‟s appropriateness.  Another, 

correspondence, measures the ability and extent to which a theory can be observed (Littlejohn & 

Foss).  Lastly, the validity of generalizability, gauges how widely a theory coincides with other 

cases, much like scope (Littlejohn & Foss). 

 Uncertainty reduction theory‟s validity, I believe, is the second-most contentious 

evaluation aspect because of the abundance of mixed-result studies.  To apply URT, one must 

first determine which parts of the theory are relevant, because to date, no study has shown all 

seven axioms and all twenty-one theorems to be supported.  This is not to say URT is invalid 

however, though it is my opinion that the question the whole theory‟s validity remains to be seen. 

 In terms of its usefulness, uncertainty reduction theory has proven to be diversely 

applicable.  While the theory may be picked apart depending on its purpose, everyone has initial 

encounters with others and everyone experiences uncertainty, so its helpfulness in explaining 

communicative behaviors is limitless.  The individual behaviors in the seven axioms are also 

quite common, therefore valuable to the theory‟s validity. 

Parsimony 

The next theoretical attribute for evaluation is its parsimony (Littlejohn & Foss, 2005).  

This characteristic represents how clearly a theory explains itself (Littlejohn & Foss).  It is far 

easier to comprehend and study a theory that is simply stated than one with confusing or 

complicated language. 
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Trumping validity as uncertainty reduction theory‟s most debatable evaluation aspect, 

URT‟s parsimony is in and of itself complex.  The theory is defined and organized in a simple 

and clearly stated way.  And all of the possible rebuilds, such as the inclusion of strategies or 

antecedents seem better suited for a separate theory.  However, the assumptions, definitions, and 

axioms all contain terminology that requires more explicit explanation.  As we reviewed earlier, 

the word uncertainty and the idea of uncertainty reduction motivation both spur an abundance of 

interpretations and assumptions. 

The theory delicately balances between thoroughness and succinctness, and few theories 

seem as complete in describing communication behaviors during initial interactions.  My 

conclusion regarding URT‟s parsimony is that its core belief of desired reduced uncertainty is 

adequate, albeit shaky. 

Openness 

The sixth and final criterion for evaluating a theory is openness, which reflects the 

theorists understanding that their views and knowledge are neither complete nor unquestionable 

(Littlejohn & Foss, 2005).  If a theory poses itself as conclusive there leaves no room for diversity 

or interpretation, and can ultimately decrease the heuristic value by resulting in less possible 

derivations (Littlejohn & Foss). 

As I‟ve mentioned previously, uncertainty reduction theory has been open to 

interpretation since 1975.  Berger has addressed his theory numerous times since its 

establishment, offering his own explanations and analyses, which again stimulated inquisitions.  

He even responded to Sunnafrank‟s predicted outcome value theory directly, reasserting 

uncertainty reduction theory as the stronger of the two, all the while agreeing that URT is 

(positively) open to discussion.  It seems most researchers, Berger and Sunnafrank included, have 

effectively derived additions and restructurings of URT, as explained in this papers literature 

review, and it is my opinion that uncertainty reduction theory is unquestionably open. 

An Application of Uncertainty Reduction Theory 
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Because of uncertainty reduction theory‟s frankness and clarity, its personal application 

seems almost obvious.  I can hardly think of one interaction with a stranger that hasn‟t started 

with high initial uncertainty that I‟ve wanted to lower through communication.  URT is somewhat 

expansive in axioms, but the relation of each principle in reducing uncertainty all make sense 

when experiencing uncertainty firsthand. 

My most recent interaction with a stranger where I experienced very high levels of 

uncertainty, and utilized the maxims of uncertainty reduction theory, was in late August of this 

year.  One night around 7:00 PM, I was to meet a girl named Jenni at a café for a date.  I arrived 

early and waited, and I felt tense as I prepared my thoughts, as most first dates go.  Once she 

arrived, we began to talk, first about general icebreaker topics like current events, and then slowly 

into demographic-like questions, like where we were born.  Throughout the conversation, we both 

found we had good report and lots in common.  We inquired equally about each other, over the 

course of about two hours, at which time we moved next door to a bar.  We continued talking for 

another two hours, before ending the night on a planned second date. 

Some weeks later, when I discovered uncertainty reduction theory, I immediately 

understood it‟s purpose and could vouch for its assumptions.  After researching the theory more, I 

could read the seven axioms as a checklist, marking all of them as experienced communicative 

acts on my date.  However, in analyzing my situation retroactively, not all of their relations with 

uncertainty reduction held true.  In fact, personally, only four were absolute, another two were 

questionable, and one is outright unsupported. 

Oddly, the most controversial axiom of URT, involving information-seeking behavior, 

rang the truest for me.  During the date, I wanted to know as much about Jenni as possible, and so 

I asked the questions that would give me the most information.  Obviously, as that knowledge 

grew, my levels of uncertainty diminished.  Another effect from lowered uncertainty was the 

increased intimacy of our conversation.  We started the night with basic questions-and-answers, 

but by the time we settled at the bar, the topics became more personal and we both experienced 
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increased self-disclosure.  It would be important to note here that we were consuming moderate 

amounts of alcohol at the bar, which has been shown to lower inhibitions.  This may or may not 

have impacted our communicative behaviors regarding intimacy, but I definitely would not have 

shared some information had I felt at all uncertain. 

The last applicable principle of the theory was that the abundant similarities between 

Jenni and I strongly decreased my uncertainty.  Without stereotyping characteristics, finding 

things in common reduced my uncertainty to its lowest levels.  For example, we both enjoy 

specific science fiction authors and styles of jazz music.  Discovering these shared interests 

quickly impacted my knowledge of Jenni, and thus reduced my uncertainty.  Also, this lowered 

uncertainty was closely tied to my attraction to, or liking of, Jenni. 

The one axiom I could not support involves nonverbal expressiveness.  In fact, I could 

almost prove increasing nonverbal expressiveness increases uncertainty.  At one point during the 

date, Jenni and I spoke standing at the bar, and I found her leaning quite closely to talk.  I thought 

it might be a sign of her interest, as it was accompanied by an abundance of smiles.  It might also 

have been due to the large crowd providing scant room to stand, and so my uncertainty increased. 

Some time later, Jenni and I reminisced about our date and I brought up her leaning 

closely, as I confessed to her that I thought her mannerism had been a good sign.  While she 

admitted the date went well and she had been interested (we‟ve been dating regularly since), it 

turned out she has real difficulty hearing others speak in crowds even with low ambient noise, so 

this type of nonverbal expressiveness for Jenni is quite common, has little straightforwardness in 

her interactions, and usually increases others‟ uncertainty, as it did to me.  I would go so far as to 

argue that nonverbal expressiveness is so strongly dependent on the mix of an individual‟s 

perception and their particular culture that it should be stricken from uncertainty reduction theory 

completely.  For example, while popular American magazines may agree that women or men use 

certain nonverbal techniques as specific indicators, such as playing with hair being a sign of 
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romantic interest, explicit verbal confirmation cannot be replaced by vague and elusive 

uncertainties in reducing uncertainty. 

Somewhere between the supported and unsupported parts of URT in my date with Jenni 

lie the two remaining axioms.  As our verbal communication increased throughout, my 

uncertainty would fluctuate.  Occasionally my uncertainty lowered, and sometimes it was raised, 

but it was completely dependent on the content of our communication, not just the amount.  My 

opinion here is that the theory assumes the verbal communication is positive, because at times, 

unexpected statements were made which increased my uncertainty about Jenni.  Another 

assumption I believe URT makes involves the idea of a conversation‟s rate of reciprocity between 

communicators.  During the date, because of our increased excitement, rates of reciprocity, as 

well as rates of speech, increased.  Reciprocity was being determined by other factors besides 

uncertainty, and as our uncertainties lowered, our rates acting oppositely of the fifth axiom. 

This application of uncertainty reduction theory shows all seven axioms being used in the 

variations of uncertainty levels.  A simple example of two individuals out on a first date helps in 

illustrating and understanding the theory‟s straightforwardness. 

In conclusion, this paper sought to explain uncertainty reduction theory, through both its 

core axioms and their surrounding assumptions.  Applications, as well as criticisms, serve to 

understand the theory in use, explain its contentious points, and spur possible further research.  

Finally, a personal evaluation and application demonstrates the ease in which the theory can 

commonly be applied. 
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