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Abstract

This paper will explain Social Penetration Theory (SPT) and evaluate its presence in 

scenes from the 2001 movie, Bridgit Jones Diary, adapted from Helen Fielding’s 1996 book by 

the same name and directed by Sharon Maguire. SPT explains that people become more intimate 

through a progression of mutual self-disclosure and other vulnerabilities. Via voluntary 

exchanges of personal history, preferences, feelings, values and secrets, Brigit and her love 

interests cautiously navigate their relationships in humorous and endearing ways, including 

scenes where SPT plays importantly.
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Final Paper – Social Penetration Theory in Film

Description

This paper will look closely at how Social Penetration Theory (SPT) proved itself strong 

in a popular romantic comedy feature film from 2001. The theory was developed by 

psychologists Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor in 1973 to explain how relational closeness 

develops. These two scholars compared people to onions, considering the multi-layers aspects of 

personality; the outer skin is thin but tough, inside the layers are soft and fragile - as people are 

an image on the outside, but inside strong emotions and experiences reside. Through the stages 

of sharing biographical data (age and hometown, for instance), then preferences in clothes, food 

and music, followed by goals and aspirations, then religious convictions, on to deeply held fears 

and convictions and finally sharing their concept of self, people become intimately close. 

The authors of SPT outlined four important observations of the intimacy-gaining process. 

The first is peripheral items are exchanged sooner and with more frequency than private 

information, which means that in conversation much of the topics are non-personal (such as 

public items and very little semi-private and private details). Second, self-disclosure is 

reciprocal, especially in the early stages, meaning as one person begins to share personal details, 

the other will feel uncomfortable until they balance the scales by sharing something equally 

personal. Their third point is that penetration is rapid at the beginning, but the deeper details are 

revealed more slowly, and it is at this stage that most relationships stall. Forth involves the 

process of removing intimacy; depenetration is a gradual process of layer by layer withdrawal, 

the authors comparing it to a movie shown in reverse, and that relationships are not likely to end 

in a furious row, but instead in a slow cooling off. 
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Context

Bridgit Jones Diary (2001) is a hit romantic comedy filmed in England and released in 

the US and UK in April 2001. The movie starred Renee Zellweger (as Bridgit Jones), Hugh 

Grant (as Daniel Cleaver) and Colin Firth (as Mark Darcy). The storyline showed a young 

woman struggling to find a happy romantic relationship. She is attracted to her handsome boss 

and also to a barrister whom she knew as a child and whose parents are friends with her own. 

Bridgit wound up being used to massage the ego of one of these men (however that is not clear 

until near the end), meanwhile she weighed her options with the help of a circle of three close 

friends, all while her parents also struggled with their marriage. Although SPT is found in 

several scenes, a number of communication theories are applicable to the story in general ways 

(2015). As well, the theory shows the first few stages of the theory, with the expectation that 

later in these character’s fictional lives intimacy will continue to progress. In nearly every 

instance SPT plays like two steps forward, one step back; at each progression of intimacy there is 

some cause for cooling off. Subsequently consideration is given and feeling assessed, then 

another event of penetration is attempted. 

Application/Integration to Context

The movie opened with Bridgit vising her parent’s home for an annual New Year’s Day 

turkey curry buffet, where her mother had set her up to meet Mark Darcy (although the film 

explained that they had known each other as toddlers, though neither remembered it). Having 

hope that her handsome new acquaintance was similarly attracted, Bridgit broke the ice, and 

evoked SPT by confiding she was hungover, and struggling to keep her New Year’s resolutions 

of quitting smoking and drinking less, (as she stood with a cigarette in one hand and a mixed 

drink in the other). Sadly, Mark did not value her vulnerable offerings. He abruptly walked away 
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from her, then insulted her strongly to his mother, not realizing Bridgit was within earshot. 

Bridgit was crestfallen and became depressed as the weeks passed afterward.

The next scene where SPT showed up was when Daniel took Bridgit to dinner following 

a book launch party for the publishing house where Daniel worked as Bridgit’s boss. Although 

completely disingenuous (we learned later), Daniel used SPT to manipulate Bridgit’s feelings for 

him. He eluded, after inquiry from Bridgit, he had a broken friendship with Mark due to Mark 

having had an affair with Daniel’s then fiancé. This created sympathy from Bridgit, causing her 

to accept his sexual advances.

Bridgit also had a shift in her relationship with her mother Pamela (played by Gemma 

Jones) during the film. The first scene displaying this new more mature interaction when Bridgit 

visited a department store where Pamela was doing product demonstrations. At a store coffee 

counter, Pamela confided she felt unloved by, and unattractive to, her husband of thirty-five 

years, Bridgit’s father (played by Jim Broadbent). Pamela also felt she had no voice and no 

power in her world. Julian, a TV shopping channel host had charmed her during this emotional 

low spot in her life, causing her to leave her husband and begin an affair.

In perhaps the movie’s most endearing scene, Mark departed from a dinner for couples to 

which Bridgit was awkwardly invited to attend alone. Upon realizing she had broken up with 

Daniel (after Bridgit learned of his also having a sexual relationship with another colleague), 

Mark followed her to the door as she awaited her taxi. Bridgit initiated the vulnerable topic by 

stating that she didn’t need his help feeling, “like an idiot,” as she felt as such much of the time. 

Stumbling over his words, Mark made amends for insulting her at the New Year’s buffet, and 

then said, that despite her social shortcomings in public speaking, he wanted her to know he 
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liked her very much, “just the way you are.” This left Bridgit dumbstruck, but also bemused, as 

she still held onto the poor impression of him Daniel had described. 

Soon afterward, at a birthday dinner Bridgit threw for herself attended by her trio of 

friends, Mark arrived unannounced but happily rescued a portion of the inedible food she 

prepared. As her friends toasted her, it became clear Bridgit had shared Mark’s touching 

declaration with them, which allowed an unspoken acknowledgment of their feelings for one 

another to pass between them.

When Christmas Eve arrived, Pamela returned home to resolve matters with her husband. 

At first, she explained that things with Julian were not what she had expected them to be. She 

then shared how left out she felt over the years, as Bridgit and her father seemed to look down on 

her, calling her, “silly,” at times. Her husband admitted that, “I just don’t work without you,” and 

they reconciled.

Christmas morning, after Bridgit learned from Pamela that Daniel had actually been the 

one who betrayed Mark – by stealing his wife – she rushed to speak with him at a celebration at 

the Darcy home. Bridgit explained she had been manipulated by Daniel and owed Mark an 

apology for judging him without knowing the full story. She then shared that despite superficial 

dislikes of the length of his sideburns and other minor things, that she, too, liked him very much. 

Unfortunately, the nature of the celebration was the announcement of Mark’s move to America 

and engagement to another woman. 

These seven examples of how SPT displayed in Bridgit Jones Diary support the theory’s 

premise that relationships grow stronger by increasingly personal mutual demonstrations of 

vulnerability and sharing of personal histories, secrets, preferences and feelings – and by brief 

periods of coolness. SPT is also shown to be a useful tool to eventually reveal results and 
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consequences when the integrity of those in relationships, as Bridgit learned by revealing herself 

to Daniel, only to see that he was unable to respond in kind. The theory is well supported by this 

story. 
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Conclusion

Although this paper has evaluated how the Social Penetration Theory displayed in the 

movie Bridgit Jones Diary, several other communication theories were evident in this 2001 

feature film starring Renee Zellweger and directed by Laura Maguire. SPT stood up to 

challenges in three different relationships and revealed increased trust when relationship 

participants acted with honesty, as well as showing dishonesty when one participant in a 

romance was unable to reveal vulnerability and personal truths. Although the story line only 

allowed for the beginnings of intimacy-building, it did represent the theory well.
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