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ntroducing this special issue on relational communication, 

it is interesting to note a chapter written by Harold P. 

Zelco which was included in a volume compiled in 1959 by the 

Eastern Communication Association (then known as the Speech 

Association of the Eastern States) in honor of its fiftieth anniversary. 

Within this chapter, entitled “Emergence of a Rhetoric of 

Discussion,” Zelco wrote that “today’s age brings us into closer 

relationships with each other in all our living—social, political, and 

business” (p. 13). Further, “as our society gets more complex and we 

find greater need for close interpersonal communication, … we face 

the challenge of teaching people to do this better” (p. 18). 

Presciently, he predicted the rise of this area within the discipline of 

communication by recognizing: 

we are talking about an area of the speech and 

communication field that stands on its own, not as a second 

cousin …. We are talking about an area of our profession 

that may well supersede public speaking in its importance in 

the near future. (p. 18) 

Fifty-five years removed from that piece, we can safely 

conclude that Zelco was extremely accurate in his observations and 

predictions. The study of interpersonal communication has long 

surpassed public speaking as a dominant area of focus in the 

discipline of communication. Further, our present complex society is 

composed of close relationships encompassing all facets of life, 

necessitating their study and instruction in order to better understand 

and potentially improve not only those relationships themselves but 

also our lives as a whole.         

Perhaps something that Zelco did not fully recognize or 

anticipate is that the study of interpersonal communication would go 

beyond—as it was primarily understood at the time—merely how 

symbols are exchanged between individuals. Indeed, interpersonal 

communication has become recognized as the means through which 

meanings, realities, identities, cultures, and so on are constructed, 

maintained, and transformed. Additionally, it is through dyadic 

interaction that relationships are constructed, maintained, and  

transformed, and once created, these relationships guide the  
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interactions taking place. More than individuals interacting, it 

becomes relators interacting. These relationships are not only the 

means through which meanings, realities, identities, cultures, and so 

on develop but also the means through which such things are 

recognized and understood.  Ultimately, relationships serve as the 

foundation for all communication and as the foundation for all lived 

experience. 

This brings us to the term relational communication, which 

may not be as common as the traditionally-used term interpersonal 

communication with which it is often employed interchangeably—

not always inaccurately—to represent the same things, but which 

better represents the foundational nature of relationships. While it 

remains true that all communication is relational, the term is 

primarily used to denote the study of communication occurring in 

personal or social relationships and the study of those personal or 

social relationships themselves. However, the term is also 

increasingly used when studying the ways in which relationships 

influence aspects of life and communication not historically 

connected to the specific study of relationships, such as cultures, 

education, groups, healthcare, organizations, media, and technology 

(Duck & McMahan, 2015; Borisoff, Hoel, & McMahan, 2010). 

There is, of course, possible detriment should a term 

become over-inclusive in what it represents. However, much like the 

terms rhetoric or media, the term relational communication serves as 

an umbrella term covering myriad theoretical and research 

endeavors.  It covers the study of all types and variations of such 

personal relationships as family, friendships, and romantic 

relationships along with all types and variations of social 

relationships, and specifically, the communication comprising these 

relationships and how that communication impacts not only these 

respective relationships but all areas of human life.   

This special issue provides a glimpse of some of the work 

being conducted in the area of relational communication. It begins 

with a piece by Steve Duck, in which he presents a history of the 

field of personal relationships. From his remarkable vantage point as 

someone involved with the field of personal relationships from its 

initial moments, as founder of the International Network on Personal 

Relationships, and as founder and original editor of the Journal of 

Social and Personal Relationships, Steve provides an unparalleled 

look into the beginnings of this area of study, along with how it 

subsequently developed and the impact that the state of Iowa had 

along the way.  

Meredith Marko Harrigan, Sarah Dieter, Jenna Leinwohl, 

and Laura Marrin then explore the cultural discourses adult children 

conceived through anonymous sperm donors utilize in their meaning-

making processes. In doing so, these authors offer a better 
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understanding of this understudied group and offer a fuller 

comprehension of cultural meanings of family. 

Focusing on the relational communication of two additional 

understudied cultural groups, Genelle Timperlake Sanders and 

Stephanie Rollie Rodriguez next examine communication 

accommodation processes in d/Deaf-hearing interactions. Through 

this piece, these authors extend the use of Communication 

Accomodation Theory and investigate convergent and divergent 

strategies evident in interactions among d/Deaf and hearing 

individuals. 

Ashley A. Hanna Edwards and Krystyna S. Aune then 

explore co-rumination about romantic relationships among friends 

and ensuing perceptions of inequity and satisfaction. Co-rumination 

is a growing topic in the study of relationships, and these authors 

make an important contribution to the research encompassing this 

issue. 

Surprisingly, given their numbers and the rise of family 

communication research in general, siblings are a comparatively 

understudied relational group. When siblings are studied, the focus 

tends to be on rivalry and negative communication. Through his 

exploration of sibling alliances in families, John H. Nicholson 

participates in filling these respective gaps in the research and in 

providing a more complete view of sibling communication. 

Relationships, media, and technology have long been 

artificially separated in research efforts.  Fortunately, this separation 

is beginning to diminish, and Christina J. Gentile and Autumn 

Edwards present a piece connecting these areas through an 

exploration of relational maintenance, satisfaction, and affectionate 

communication on Facebook. As their point of focus, these authors 

also enhance our understanding of long-distance and geographically 

close romantic relationships. 

Finally, Eileen F. Doherty and Erina L. MacGeorge 

conclude this issue with an examination of barriers impeding social 

support among young adults with bipolar disorder.  These authors 

provide greater insight into the provision of support by social 

networks and the mutual influence of relationships and of such 

mental illnesses as bipolar disorder. 

 Beyond contributing to their respective topics, the pieces 

included in this issue contribute to the overall development of 

relational communication. Likely far beyond what was imagined over 

half a century ago by Harold P. Zelco and likeminded scholars of that 

time, interpersonal communication and relational communication, 

specifically, have become foundational components of the 

communication discipline.  Time will tell what additional 

transformations will occur within the discipline, but relational 
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communication will undoubtedly be at the forefront of its continued 

advancement and expansion.    
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