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Foreword

This volume originated in the United Statcs Information Agency’s
nced for a book of background materials which could be used in
training some of the agency’s new employees in the field of rescarch
and evaluation. When the table of contents was made, however, it
became clear that the book could be of much wider interest and use-
fulness than the original purpose required. Indeed, most of the rcad-
ings had been tried out in classes of the Institute for Communications
Research, at the University of Illinois, where the training was not
aimed specifically at international communication. Thercfore, the
suggestion was made to the University of Illinois Press that this
volume be offered for general sale.

Much of the background necessary for understanding the problems
and practice of international communication is identical with the back-
ground necessary for making an intelligent approach to any other kind
of social communication. That is, one must understand how the com-
munication process works, how attention is gained, how meaning is
transferred from one subjective field to another, how opinions and
attitudes are created or modified, and how group memberships, role
concepts, and social structure are related to the process. These prob-
lems take up the greater part of this volume, and, although illustra-
tions come more often from international communication than from
other areas, what is said about these subjects is cqually applicable to
any of the great laboratories in which social communication can be
examined — for example, advertising, or domestic political campaigns,
or adult education through the mass media.



When one applies this basic material to the laboratory of interna-
tional communication, several aspects of the communication process
assume greater importance. One is the problem of transferring mean-
ing. Getting one’s meaning understood by another individual, face to
face, in one’s own culture, is sometimes hard enough. When one
communicates internationally, he has not only to transfer meaning
between subjective individual fields but also between cultures which
may be spectacularly different. One aspect of the communicator’s
equipment to which international communication must give special
attention is, therefore, an empathic understanding of the cultures
involved in the communication chain. This problem is discussed in
the pages that follow, but of course there is no space in this volume
for specific analysis of different cultures.

Another aspect of communication which bulks large for the interna-
tional communicator, and especially for the person engaged in
political or psychological warfare, is the organizational problem. The
most important part of this is the relation of the communicator to
sources of policy. There is also the problem of feedback, which is often
highly difficult in international communication, and which in psycho-
logical warfare chiefly takes the form of intelligence. These are special
problems which can only be suggested in the following pages, but
which bulk large in the training of a student or practitioner of inter-
national communication.

For the student approaching international communication, there-
fore, this book of readings is designed as an introduction to the
communication process and to the general problems of its use inter-
nationally — to be supplemented by the study of cultures and other
special problems of the field.

For the student approaching other areas of communication, this
book is an introduction to the communication process, illustrated by
application to one of the most important communication laboratories
of our time: communication between nations. Here, too, it should be
supplemented by study of the particular problems of the area of com-
munication in which the student plans to work.

In the making of the book, Mr. Ben Gedalecia, until recently chief
of research and evaluation for USIA, has been helpful, as has Mr.
Antonio Micocci, present chief of that division. Dr. Lewis Nixon, Mr.
Richard Fitzpatrick, and Miss Phoebe Everett, all of whom had some
responsibility for USIA training and training materials in the research
and evaluation fields, have been consistently helpful. Debt must also
be acknowledged to other members of USIA, such as Dr. Ralph White,
who made suggestions and contributed a paper, to Mr. Joseph Klapper,
who contributed several sections, and to Dr. Leo Lowenthal, who
helped to structure this field in the important Winter, 1952-53, num-
ber of the Public Opinion Quarterly, which he edited. A great many



persons made suggestions about the content of the book, and a great
many authors and publishers were gracious in giving permission for the
use of their materials. Among this latter class, Dr. Phillips Davison
and Dr. Alexander George, who took time to revise their important
paper especially for this volume, deserve special gratitude. And the
University of Illinois Press, as usual, has been helpful in the planning,
constructive in its criticism, painstaking in its handling of the copy,
and patient.

Urbana, Illinois, January 17, 1954 Wilbur Schramm
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The Process of Communication



A WILBUR SCHRAMM

H;)w Communication Works

THE PROCESS

It will be easier to see how mass communication works if we first
look at the communication process in general.

Communication comes from the Latin communis, common. When
we communicate we are trying to establish a “commonness” with
someone. That is, we are trying to share information, an idea, or an
attitude. At this moment I am trying to communicate to you the idea
that the essence of communication is getting the receiver and the
sender “tuned” together for a particular message. At this same
moment, someone somewhere is excitedly phoning the fire department
that the house is on fire. Somewhere else a young man in a parked
automobile is trying to convey the understanding that he is moon-eyed
because he loves the young lady. Somewhere elsc a newspaper is trying
to persuade its readers to believe as it does about the Republican
Party. All these are forms of communication, and the process in each
case is essentially the same.

Communication always requires at least three elements — the
source, the message, and the destination. A source may be an indi-
vidual (speaking, writing, drawing, gesturing) or a communication
organization (like a newspaper, publishing house, television station or
motion picture studio). The message may be in the form of ink on
paper, sound waves in the air, impulses in an electric current, a wave
of the hand, a ftag-in the air, or any other signal capable of being
interpreted meaningfully. The destination may be an individual
listening;” watching, or reading; or a member of a group, such as a
discussion group, a lecture audience, a football crowd, or a mob; or

A This paper, first published in the Shimbun Kenkyu of Tokyo and later in
the 53rd Yearbook of the Socicty for the Study of Education, is a general
introduction to the communication process.
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an individual member of the particular group we call the mass audi-
ence, such as the reader of a newspaper or a viewer of television.

Now what happens when the source tries to build up this “com-
monness” with his intended receiver? First, the source encodes his
message. That is, he takes the information or feeling he wants to share
and puts it into a form that can be transmitted. The “pictures in our
heads” can’t be transmitted until they are coded. When they are
coded into spoken words, they can be transmitted easily and effectively,
but they can’t travel very far unless radio carries them. If they are
coded into written words, they go more slowly than spoken words,
but they go farther and last longer. Indeed, some messages long outlive
their senders — the Iliad, for instance; the Gettysburg address;
Chartres cathedral. Once coded and sent, a message is quite free of
its sender, and what it does is beyond the power of the sender to
change. Every writer feels a sense of helplessness when he finally
commifs his story or his poem to print; you doubtless feel the same
way when you mail an important letter. Will it reach the right person?
Will he understand it as you intend him to? Will he respond as _you
want him to? For in order to complete the act of communication the
message must be decoded. And there is good reason, as we shall see,
for the sender to wonder whether his receiver will really be in tune
with him, whether the message will be interpreted without distortion,
whether the “picture in the head” of the receiver will bear any
resemblance to that in the head of the sender. ) ‘

We are talking about something very like a radio or telephone
circuit. In fact, it is perfectly possible to draw a picture of the human
communication system that way:

Source Encoder Signal Decoder Destination

Substitute “microphone” for encoder, and ‘“earphone” for decoder
and you are talking about electronic communication. Consider that
the “source” and “encoder” are one person, “decoder” and “destina-
tion” are another, and the signal is language, and you arc talking
about human communication.

Now it is perfectly possible by looking at those diagrams to predict
how such a system will work. For one thing, such a system can be no
stronger than its weakest link. In enginecring terms, there may be
filtering or distortion at any stage. In human terms, if the source docs
not have adequate or clear information; if the message is not encoded
Tully, accurately, effectively in transmittible signs; if these are not
transmitted fast-enough and accurately enough, despite interference

. —~




How Communication W orks 5

and compctition, to the desired receiver; if the message is not_decoded
in a_pattern_that corrcsponds—to_the cncoding; and finally, if the
destination is unable to handle the_decoded message so_as to produce
the d%;‘sgon_sc— then, obviously, the system is working at less
than top efficicncy. When we rcalize that all thesc steps must be
accomplished with relatively high efficiency if any communication is to
be successful, the everyday act of cxplaining something to a stranger,
or writing a lctter, seems a minor miracle.

A system like this will have a maximum capacity for handling infor-
mation and this will depend on the scparate capacitics of each unit on
the chain — for example, the capacity of the channel (how fast can
one talk?) or the capacity of the cncoder (can your student under-
stand something explained quickly?). If the coding is good (for ex-
ample, no unnecessary words) the capacity of the channel can be
approached, but it can never be exceeded. You can rcadily sce that
one of the great skills of communication will lie in knowing how ncar
capacity to operate a channecl.

This is partly determined for us by the naturc of the language.
English, like every other language, has its sequences of words and
sounds governcd by certain probabilities. If it were organized so that
no set of probabilitics governed the likelihood that certain words would
follow certain other words (for example, that a noun would follow an
adjective, or that “States” or “Nations” would follow “United”) then
we would have nonsense. As a matter of fact, we can calculate the
relative amount of freedom open to us in writing any language. For
English, the freedom is about 50 per cent. (Incidentally, this is about
the requircd amount of freedom to enable us to construct interesting
crossword puzzles. Shannon has estimated that if we had about 70
per cent freedom, we could construct threc-dimensional crossword
puzzles. If we had only 20 per cent, crossword puzzle making would
not be worth while).

So much for language redundancy, as communication theorists call
it, meaning the percentage of thc message which is not open to frce
choice. But there is also the communicator’s redundancy, and this is
an important aspect of constructing a message. For if we think our
audience may have a hard timc understanding thc message, we can
deliberately introduce more redundancy; we can rcpeat (just as the
radio operator on a ship may send “SOS” over and over again to
make sure it is heard and decoded), or we can give examples and
analogies. In other words, we always have to choose bctween trans-
mitting more information in a given time, or transmitting less and re-
peating more in the hope of being better understood. And as you know,
it is often a delicate choice, because too slow a rate will bore an audi-
ence, whereas too fast a rate may confuse them.

Perhaps the most important thing about such a system is one we
have been talking about all too glibly — the fact that receiver and
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sender must be_in tune. This is clear enough in the case of a radio

transmitter and receiver, but somewhat m(w@

means that a human Teceiver must be able to understand a Ruman
—_— .

sender,

Let us redraw our diagram in very simple form, like this:

—_—

Field of experience Field of experience

+ <Gl

Encoder

Source

Think of those circles as the accumulated experience of the two indi-
viduals trying to communicate. The source can encode, and the
destination can decode, only in terms of the experience each has had.
If we have never learned any Russian, we can neither code nor decode
in that language. If an African tribesman has never seen or heard of
an airplane, he can only decode the sight of a plane in terms of what-
ever experience he has had. The plane may seem to him to be a bird,
and the aviator a god borne on wings. If the circles have a large area
in common, then communication is easy. If the circles do not meet —
if there has been no common experience — then communication is
impossible. If the circles have only a small area in common — that is,
if the experiences of source and destination have been strikingly unlike
— then it is going to be very difficult to get an intended meaning
across from one to the other. This is the difficulty we face when a
non-science-trained person tries to read Einstein, or when we try to
communicate with another culture much different from ours.

The source, then, tries to encode in such a way as to make it easy
for the destination to tune in the message — to relate it to parts. of
his experience which are much like those of the source. What does he

have to work with?
"~ Messages are made up of signs. A sign is a signal that stands for

something in experience. The word “dog” is a sign that stands for our
generalized experience with dogs. The word would be meaningless
to a person who came from a dog-less island and had never read of or
heard of a dog. But most of us have learned that word by association,
just as we learn most signs. Someone called our attention to an animal,
and said “dog.” When we learned the word, it produced in us much
the same response as the object it stood for. That is, when we heard
“dog” we could recall the appearance of dogs, their sound, their feel,
perhaps their smell. But there is an important difference between the
sign and the object: the sign always represents the object at a reduced
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level of cues. By this we mean simply that the sign will not call forth
all the responses that the object itself will call forth. The sign “dog,”
for example, will probably not call forth in us the same wariness or
attention a strange dog might attract if it wandered into our presence.
This is the price we pay for portability in language. We have a sign
system that we can use in place of the less portable originals (for ex-
ample, Margaret Mitchell could re-create the burning of Atlanta in
a novel, and a photograph could transport world-wide the appearance
of a bursting atomic bomb), but our sign system is merely a kind of
shorthand. The coder has to be able to write the shorthand, the de-
coder to read it. And no two persons have learned exactly the same
system. For example, a person who has known only Arctic huskies will
not have learned exactly the same meaning for the shorthand sign
“dog” as will a person who comes from a city where he has known
only pekes and poms.

We have come now to a point where we need to tinker a little more
with our diagram of the communication process. It is obvious that
each person in the communication process is both an encoder and a
decoder. He receives and transmits. He must be able to write readable
shorthand, and to read other people’s shorthand. Therefore, it is pos-
sible to describe either sender or receiver in a human communication

system thus:

Decoder | Interpreter | Encoder

—

What happens when a signal comes to you? Remember that it comes
in the form of a sign. If you have learned the sign, you have learned
certain responses with it. We can call these mediatory responses, be-
cause they mediate what happens to the message in your nervous
system. These responses are the meaning the sign has for you. They are
learned from experience, as we said, but they are affected by the state
of your organism at the moment. For example, if you are hungry, a
picture of a steak may not arouse exactly the same response in you as
when you are overfed.
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But subject to these effects, the mediatory responses will then deter-
mine what you do about the sign. For you have learned other sets of
reactions connected to the mediatory responses. A sign that means a
certain thing to you will start certain other processes in your nerves
and muscles. A sign that means “fire,” for example, will certainly
trigger off some activity in you. A sign that means you are in danger
may start the process in your nerves and muscles that makes you say
“help!” In other words, the meaning that results from your decoding
of a sign will start you encoding. Exactly what you encode will depend
on your choice of the responses available in the situation and con-
nected with the meaning.

Whether this encoding actually results in some overt communication
or action depends partly on the barriers in the way. You may think it
better to keep silent. And if an action does occur, the nature of the
action will also depend on the avenues for action available to you and
the barriers in your way. The code of your group may not sanction the
action you want to take. The meaning of a sign may make you want
to hit the person who has said it, but he may be too big, or you may
be in the wrong social situation. You may merely ignore him, or “look
murder at him,” or say something nasty about him to someone else.

But whatever the exact result, this is the process in which you are
constantly engaged. You are constantly decoding signs from your en-
vironment, interpreting these signs, and encoding something as a
result. In fact, it is misleading to think of the communication process
as starting somewhere and ending somewhere. It is really endless. We
are little switchboard centers handling and rerouting the-great endless
current of communication. We can accurately think of communication
as passing through us — changed, to be sure, by our interpretations,
our habits, our abilities and capabilities, but the input still being
reflected in the output.

We need now to add another element to our description of the com-
munication process. Consider what happens in a conversation between
two people. One is constantly communicating back to the other, thus:

Encoder

Decoder

( Interpreter ) ‘ Interpreter )

Decoder

Encoder

Message
Yt

L~
| ¥ 2 g VY
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The return process is called feedback, and plays a very important part
in communication because it tells us how our messages are being in-
terpreted. Does the hearer say, “Yes, yes, that’s right,” as we try to
persuade him? Does he nod his head in agreement? Does a puzzled
frown appear on his forechead? Does he look away as though he were
losing interest? All these are feedback. So is a letter to the editor of a
newspaper, protesting an editorial. So is an answer to a letter. So is
the applause of a lecture audience. An experienced communicator is
attentive to feedback, and constantly modifies his messages in light
of what he observes in or hears from his audience.

At least one other example of fecedback, also, is familiar to all of us.
We get feedback from our own messages. That is, we hear our own
voices and can correct mispronunciations. We see the words we have
written on paper, and can correct misspellings or change the style.
When we do that, here is what is happening:

Encoder

( Interpreter ) (to destination}
= -

It is clear that in any kind of communication we rarely send out
messages in a_single channel, and this is the final element we must
add to our account of the communication process. When you speak to
me, the sound waves from your voice are the primary message. But
there are others: the expression on your face, your gestures, the rela-
tion of a given message to past messages. Even the primary message
conveys information on several levels. It gives me words to decode.
It emphasizes certain words above otliers. It presents the words i in_a
pattern of intonation and timing which contribute to the total meaning.
The quatity-ef-your voice (deep, high, shrill, rasping, rich, thin, loud,
soft) itsclf carries information about you and what you are saying.

This multiple channel situation exists even in printed mass com-
munication, where the channels are pcrhaps most restricted. Meaning
is conveyed, not only by the words in a news item, but also by “the
size of the headline, the position on the page and the page in the
paper, the association with pictures, the use of boldface and other
typographical devices. All these tell us something about the item. Thus
we can visualize the typical channel of communication, not as a simple
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telegraph circuit, in_which current does or does not flow, but rather
as a sort of¢oaxial cable in which many signals flow in parallel from
source towar ifiation.

These paralle]l relationships are complex, but you can sce their
gencral pattern. A communicator can emphasize a point by adding as
many parallel messages as he feels are deserved. If he is communi-
cating by speaking, he can stress a word, pause just before it, say it
with a rising inflection, gesturc while he says it, look earnestly at his
audience. Or he can keep all the signals parallel — except one. He can
speak solemnly, but wink, as Lowell Thomas sometimes does. He can
stress a word in a way that makes it mean something else — for ex-
ample, “That’s a fine job you did!” And by so doing he conveys sec-
ondary meanings of sarcasm or humor or doubt.

The same thing can be done with printed prose, with broadcast,
with television or films. The secondary channels of the sight-sound
media are especially rich. I am reminded of a skillful but deadly job
done entircly with secondary channels on a certain political candidate.
A sidewalk interview program was filmed to run in local theaters.
Ostensibly it was a completely impartial program. An equal number
of followers of each candidate were interviewed — first, one who
favored Candidate A, then one who favored Candidate B, and so on.
They were asked exactly the same questions, and said about the same
things, although on opposite sides of the political fence, of course. But
there was one interesting difference. Whereas the supporters of Candi-
date A were ordinary folks, not outstandingly attractive or impressive,
the followers of Candidate B who were chosen to be interviewed in-
variably had something slightly wrong with them. They looked wild-
cyed, or they stuttered, or they wore unpressed suits. The extra mean-
ing was communicated. Need I say which candidate won?

But this is the process by which communication works, whether it is
mass communication, or communication in a group, or communication
between individuals.

COMMUNICATION IN TERMS OF LEARNING THEORY

So far we have avoided talking about this complicated process in
what may seem to you to be the obvious way to talk about it —in the
terminology and symbols of learning theory.! We have done so for the
sake of simplicity. Now in order to fill in the picture it seems desir-
able to sketch the diagram of how communication looks to a psycholo-
gist of learning. If psychological diagrams bother you, you can skip
to section 3.

Let’s start with the diagram, then explain it.

'For the model in the following pages the author is indebted to his col-
leaguc, Dr. Charles E. Osgood. Dr. Osgood will soon publish the model in a
more advanced form.
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REPRESENTATIONAL *rme = o = Sm
LEVEL
(6) (5) (44 {8)
DISPOSITIONAL rds- = — — +Sds———s Tdm — — = + dm
LEVEL
(3) (0}
y
SENSORY AND i = '
MOTOR SKILL | |
LEVEL " m a ”I
1 I
¢
messaGE Leve 2] DECODING INTERPRETING ENCODING R

The diagram isn’t as complicated as it looks. Remember that time
in the diagram moves from left to right, and then follow the numbers
and you won’t get far off the road.

Begin with (1). This is the input. At the message level we have a
collection of objectively measurable signs [E]. These come to your
sense organs, where they constitute a stimulus for action. This stimu-
lus we call s. When the process gets as far as s, you are paying atten-
tion. The message has been accepted. It may not have been accepted
as intended; s may not equal [§; the sensory mechanism may have
seen or heard it incompletely. But everything else that happens as a
result of the message in that particular destination will now necessarily
be the result of the stimulus accepted by your sense organs.

Now look at number (2). The message may not have to go to any
other level in order to bring about a response. If a man waves his fist
near your nose, you may dodge. If he squeezes your hand, you may say
“ouch!” These are learned, almost automatic, responses on the sensory
and motor skill level.

But the stimulus may also bring about other kinds of activity within
your nervous system. Look at number (3). The stimulus s may be
translated into a grammatical response on your dispositional level —
by which we mean the level of learned integrations (attitudes, values,
sets, etc.) which make it so easy for you to dispose of the variety of
stimuli that come to you in the course of a day. These are what we
call the intervening variables. Suppose the stimulus stirs up activity in
this area of intervening variables. Two things may happen. Look at
number (4). The response may be so well learned that it doesn’t even
have to go to the level of thinking. You hear a line of a poem, and
almost automatically say the second line. In that case the activity is
through numbers (4) and (10).
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More often, however, the activity goes through number (5). Here
the original stimulus has been decoded into grammar, fed through the
intervening variables, and sent up to the representational level of the
central nervous system, where meanings are assigned and ideas con-
sidered. Occasionally a stimulus comes to that level without going
through the intervening variables — as is number (6). These stimuli
create activity in the central nervous system (r,) which is the terminus
of the decoding part of the process. This is equivalent to the meaning
or significance of the signs E. What happens in number (7), then,
is what we have been referring to as interpretation. The response rn,
which we call meaning becomes in turn a stimulus which sets the
encoding process in action, so that (7) is both the terminus of de-
coding and the start of encoding. We learn to associate meanings with
desired responses. And so the encoding process moves through (8) or
(9). That is, we give certain orders which either pass directly to the
neuro-muscular system (through 8) or are passed through the inter-
vening variables (through 9 and 10). In any case, all this activity of
the nervous system finally results in a response on the motor skill level
(r), which results in output (number 11). If the output is an overt
response (R), then we have another message, which may offer itself
as a collection of signs [ and be accepted by still another person as a
stimulus (s).

This is what we believe happens when someone says to you, “ciga-
rette?” and you answer “yes, please,” or “no, thanks.” If you are in-
terested in doing so, you can translate all that is said about the com-
munication process in this paper into the psychological symbols we
have just been using. But to make the account simpler, we are going
to shift gears at this point and talk about communication effects and
mass communication in the terms we used in section 1.

HOW COMMUNICATION HAS AN EFFECT

The chief reason we study this process is to learn something about
how it achieves effects. We want to know what a given kind of com-
munication does to people. Given a certain message content, we should
like to be able to predict what effect that content will have on its
receivers.

Every time we insert an advertisement in a newspaper, put up a
sign, explain something to a class, scold a child, write a letter, or put
our political candidate on radio or television, we are making a pre-
diction about the effect communication will have. I am predicting
now that what I am writing will help you understand the common
everyday miracle of communication. Perhaps I am wrong. Certainly
many political parties have been proved wrong in their predictions
about the effects of their candidates’ radio speeches. Some ads sell
goods; others don’t. Some class teaching “goes over”; some does not.
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For it is apparent to you, from what you have read so far, that there
is no such thing as a simple and easily predictable relationship between
message content and effect.

Nevertheless, it is possible to describe simply what might be called
tkkcglﬂtr);;ﬁf_success in communication — by which we mean the
conditions that must bé fulfilled if the message is to arouse its intended
responsc. Let us sct them down here briefly, and then talk about them:

1. The message must be so designed and delivered as to gain the

gitention of the intended destination.

2. The message must employ signs which refer to experience com-

/ mon to source and destination, so as to “get the meaning across.”

3. The message must arouse personality needs in the destination and
suggest some ways_to meet those needs:~
4. The message must suggest a way to meet those needs which is

appropriate to the group situation in which the destination finds him-

self at the time when he is moved to make the desired response.

You can see, by looking at these requirements, why the expert com-
municator usually begins by finding out as much as he can about his
intended destination, and why “know your audience” is the first rule
of practical mass communication. For it is important to know the right
timing for a message, the kind of language onc must use to be under-
stood, the attitudes and values one must appcal to in order to be effec-
tive, and the group standards in which the desired action will have
to take place. This is relatively easy in face-to-face communication,
more difficult in mass communication. In either case, it is necessary.

Let us talk about these four requirements.

1. The message must be so designed and delivered as to gain the
attention of the intended destination. This is not so easy as it sounds.
For one thing, the message must be made available. There will be no
communication if we don’t talk loud enough to be heard, or if our
letter is not delivered, or if we smile at the right person when she isn’t
looking. And even if the message is available, it may not be selected.
Each of us has available far more communication than we can possibly
accept or decode. We therefore scan our environment in much the
same way as we scan newspaper hcadlines or read a table of contents.
We choose messages according to our impression of their general char-
acteristics — whether they fit our needs and intercsts. We choose usu-
ally on the basis of an impression we get from one cue in the message,
which may be a headline, a name in a radio news story, a picture, a
patch of color, or a sound. If that cue does not appeal to us, we may
never open our senses to the message. In different situations, of course,
we choose differently among these cues. For example, if you are speak-
ing to me at a time when I am relaxed and unbusy, or when I am
waiting for the kind of message you have (for instance, that my friends
have come to take me fishing), then you are more likely to get good

(\/a/ng
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attention than if you address me when noise blots out what you say,
or when all my attention is given to some competing message, or when
I am too sleepy to pay attention, or when I am thinking about
something else and have simply “tuned out.” (How many times have
you finished speaking and rcalized that your intended receiver had
simply not heard a word you said?) The designing of a message for
attention, then, involves timing, and placing, and equipping it with
cues which will appeal to the receiver’s interests.

2. The message must employ signs which refer to experience com-
mon to both source and destination, in order to “get the meaning
across.” We have already talked about this problem of getting the re-
ceiver in tune with the sender. Let us add now that as our experience
with environment grows, we tend to classify and catalog experience in
terms of how it relates to other experience and to our needs and in-
terests. As we grow older that catalog system grows harder and firmer.
It tends to reject messages that do not fit its structure, or distort them
so that they do fit. It will reject Einstein, perhaps, because it feels
it can’t understand him. If an airplane is a completely new experience,
but a bird is not, it may, as we have said, interpret the plane as a large,
noisy bird. If it is Republican it will tend to reject Democratic radio
speeches or to recall only the parts that can be made into pro-Republi-
can arguments; this is one of the things we have found out about
voting behavior. Therefore, in designing a message we have to be sure
not only that we speak the “same language” as the receiver, and that
we don’t “write over his head,” but also that we don’t conflict too
directly with the way he sees and catalogs the world. There are some
circumstances, true, in which it works well to conflict directly, but for
the most part these are the circumstances in which our understandings
and attitudes are not yet firm or fixed, and they are relatively few and
far between. In communicating, as in flying an airplane, the rule is
that when a stiff wind is blowing, one doesn’t land cross-wind unless
he has to.

3. The message must arouse personality needs in the destination and
suggest some way to meet those needs. We take action because of need
and toward goals. In certain simple situations, the action response is
quite automatic. When our nerves signal “pain-heat-finger” we jerk
our fingers back from the hot pan. When our optic nerve signals “red
traffic light” we stop the car. In more complicated situations we usu-
ally have more freedom of choice, and we choose the action which, in
the given situation, will come closest to meeting our needs or goals.
The first requisite of an effective message, therefore (as every adver-
tising man knows), is that it relate itself to one of our personality
needs — the needs for security, status, belongingness, understanding,
freedom from constraint, love, freedom from anxiety, and so forth.
It must arouse a drive. It must make the individual feel a need or a
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tension which he can satisfy by action. Then the message can try to
control the resulting action by suggesting what action to take. Thus
an advertisement usually tclls you to buy, what, and where. Propaganda
to enemy troops usually suggests a specific action, such as surrender,
subversion, or malingering. The suggested action, of course, is not
always the one taken. If an easier, cheaper, or otherwise more accept-
able action leading to the same goal is seen, that will probably be
selected instead. For instance, it may be that the receiver is not the
kind of person to take vigorous action, even though that seems called
for. The person’s values may inhibit him from doing what is suggested.
Or his group role and membership may control what action he takes,
and it is this control we must talk about now.

4. The message must suggest a way to meet those needs which is
appropriate to the group situation in which the destination finds him-
self at the time when he is moved to make the desired response. We
live in groups. We get our first education in the primary group of our
family. We learn most of our standards and values from groups. We
learn roles in groups, because those roles give us the most orderly and
satisfying routine of life. We make most of our communication re-
sponses in groups. And if communication is going to bring about
change in our behavior, the first place we look for approval of this
new behavior is to the group. We are scarcely aware of the great im-
portance our group involvements have for us, or of the loyalties we
develop toward our several groups and institutions, until our place
in the group or the group itself is threatened. But yet if our groups
do not sanction the response we are inclined to make to communica-
tion, then we are very unlikely to make it. On the other hand, if our
group strongly approves of a certain kind of action, that is the one
we are likely to select out of several otherwise even choices.

You can see how this works in practical situations. The Jewish cul-
ture does not approve the eating of pork; the Indian culture does not
approve the slaughter of cows, and the eating of beef. Therefore, it is
highly unlikely that even the most eloquent advertisement will per-
suade an orthodox Jewish family to go contrary to their group sanc-
tions, and buy pork; or an orthodox Hindu family, to buy beef. Or
take the very simple communication situation of a young man and a
young woman in a parked automobile. The young man communicates
the idea that he wants a kiss. There isn’t much likelihood of his not
gaining attention for that communication or of its not being under-
stood. But how the young woman responds will depend on a number
of factors, partly individual, partly group. Does she want to be kissed
at that moment? Does she want to be kissed by that young man? Is the
situation at the moment — a moon, soft music from the radio, a con-
vertible? — conducive to the response the young man wants? But
then, how about the group customs under which the girl lives? If this
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is a first date, is it “done” to kiss a boy on a first date? Is petting con-
doned in the case of a girl her age? What has she learned from her
parents and her friends about these things? Of course, she won’t
knowingly have a little debate with herself such as we have suggested
here, but all these elcments and more will enter into the decision as
to whether she tilts up her chin or says, “No, Jerry. Let’s go home.”

There are two things we can say with confidence about predicting
communication effects. One is that a message is much more likely to
succeed if it fits the patterns of understandings, attitudes, values and
goals that a receiver has; or at least if it starts with this pattern and
tries to reshape it slightly. Communication research men call this latter
process “canalizing,” meaning that the sender provides a channel to
direct the already existing motives in the receiver. Advertising men and
propagandists say it more bluntly; they say that a communicator must
“start where the audience is.” You can see why this is. Our personali-
tics — our patterns of habits, attitudes, drives, values, and so forth —
grow very slowly but firmly. I have elsewhere compared the process to
the slow, sure, ponderous growth of a stalagmite on a cave floor. The
stalagmite builds up from the calcareous residue of the water dripping
on it from the cave roof. Each drop leaves only a tiny residue, and it
is very seldom that we can detect the residue of any single drop, or that
any single drop will make a fundamental change in the shape or ap-
pearance of the stalagmite. Yet together all these drops do build the
stalagmite, and over the years it changes considerably in size and
somewhat in shape. This is the way our environment drips into us,
drop by drop, each drop leaving a little residue, each tending to fol-
low the existing pattern. This personality pattern we are talking about
is, of course, an active thing — not passive, like the stalagmite — but
still the similarity is there. When we introduce one drop of communi-
cation into a person where millions of drops have already fallen and
left their residue, we can hardly expect to reshape the personality
fundamentally by that one drop. If we are communicating to a child,
it is easier, because the situation is not so firmly fixed. If we are com-
municating in an area where ideas and values are not yet determined
— if our drop of communication falls where not many have fallen
before — then we may be able to see a change as a result of our
communication.

But in general we must admit that the best thing we can do is to
build on what already exists. If we take advantage of the existing
pattern of understanding, drives, and attitudes to gain acceptance for
our message, then we may hope to divert the pattern slightly in the
direction we want to move it. Let’s go back to elections again for an
example. It is very hard to change the minds of convinced Republicans
or Democrats through communication, or even to get them to listen to
the arguments of the opposing party. On the other hand, it is possible
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to start with a Republican or Democratic viewpoint and slightly
modify the existing party viewpoints in one way or other. If this
process goes on for long enough, it may even be possible to get con-
firmed party-men to reverse their voting pattern. This is what the
Republicans were trying to do in the 1952 election by stressing “the
mess in Washington,” “time for a change,” “the mistakes in Korea,”
and “the threat of Communism,” and apparently they were successful
in getting some ordinarily Democratic votes. But in 1952, as in every
campaign, the real objectives of the campaigning were the new voters
and the undecided voters.

The second thing we can say with confidence about communication
effects is that they are resultants of a number of forces, of which the
communicator can really control only one. The sender, that is, can
shape his message and can decide when and where to introduce it.
But the message is only one of at least four important elements that
determine what response occurs. The other three are the situation in
which the communication is reccived and in which the response, if
any, must occur; the personality state of the receiver; and his group
relationships and standards. This is why it is so dangerous to try to
predict exactly what will be the effect of any message except the
simplest one in the simplest situation.

Let us take an example. In Korea, in the first year of the war there,
I was interviewing a North Korean prisoner of war who had recently
surrendered with one of our surrender leaflets on his person. It looked
like an open and shut case: the man had picked up the leaflet, thought
it over, and decided to surrender. But I was interviewing him anyway,
trying to see just how the leaflet had its effect. This is what he told me.

He said that when he picked up the leaflet, it actually made him
fight harder. It rather irritated him, and he didn’t like the idea of
having to surrender. He wasn’t exactly a warlike man; he had been a
clerk, and was quiet and rather slow; but the message actually aroused
a lot of aggression in him. Then the situation deteriorated. His division
was hit hard and thrown back, and he lost contact with the command
post. He had no food, except what he could find in the fields, and little
ammunition. What was left of his company was isolated by itself in
a rocky valley. Even then, he said, the morale was good, and there
was no talk of surrendering. As a matter of fact, he said, the others
would have shot him if he had tried to surrender. But then a couple
of our planes spotted them, shot up their hideout, and dropped some
napalm. When it was over, he found himself alone, a half mile from
where he had been, with half his jacket burned off, and no sign of any
of his company. A couple of hours later some of our tanks came along.
And only then did the leaflet have an effect. He remembered it had
told him to surrender with his hands up, and he did so.

In other words, the communication had no effect (even had an
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opposite effect from the one intended) so long as the situation, the
personality, and the group norms were not favorable. When the situa-
tion deteriorated, the group influence was removed, and the person-
ality aggression was burned up, then finally the message had an effect.
I tell you this story hoping it will teach you what it taught me: that
it is dangerous to assume any simple and direct relationship between
a message and its effect without knowing all the other elements in the
process.

THE NATURE OF MASS COMMUNICATION

Now let us look at mass communication in the light of what we have
already said about communication in general.

The process is exactly what we have described, but the elements in
the process are not the same.

The chief seusce, in mass communication, is a communication or-

ganization or an institutionalized person. By a communication organi-
zation we mean’a\newrpap'éf,'a/b/r%msting network or station, a film
studio, a book or magazine publishing house. By an institutionalized
person we mean such a person as the editor of a newspaper, who
speaks in his editorial columns through the facilities of the institution
and with more voice and prestige than he would have if he were
speaking without the institution.

The organization works exactly as the individual communicator
does. It operates as decoder, interpreter, and encoder. On a newspaper,
for example, the input to be decoded flows in through the news wires
and the reporters. It is evaluated, checked, amplified where necessary,
written into a story, assigned headline and position, printed, distrib-
uted. This is the same process as goes on within an individual com-
municator, but it is carried out by a group of persons rather than by
one individual. The quality of organization required to get a group
of reporters, editors, and printers working together as a smooth com-
munication unit, decoding, interpreting, and encoding so that the
whole operation and product has an individual quality, is a quite
remarkable thing. We have become so used to this performance that
we have forgotten how remarkable it is.

Another difference between the communication organization and
the individual communicator is that the organization has a very high
ratio of output to input. Individuals vary, of course, in their output-
input ratios. Persons who are in the business of communicating
(preachers or teachers, for example) ordinarily have higher ratios
than others, and so do naturally talkative persons who are not profes-
sional communicators. Very quiet persons have relatively higher input.
But the communication institution is so designed as to be able to en-
code thousands — sometimes millions — of identical messages at the
same time. To carry these, intricate and efficient channels must be
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provided. There have to be provisions for printing and delivering
thousands of newspapers, magazines, or books, for making prints of a
film and showing them in hundreds or thousands of theaters, for trans-
lating sound waves into electricity and distributing it through wires
and through the air to millions of receiving sets.

The destinations of mass communication are individuals at the ends
of these channels — individuals reading the evening paper, looking
through the new magazine, reading the new book, sitting in the
motion picture theater, turning the dial on the radio set. This receiv-
ing situation is much different from that which pertains in face-to-face
communication, for one thing, because there is very little direct feed-
back from the receivers to the sender. The destination who, 1n a face-
to-face situation, will nod his head and smile or frown while the
sender is speaking, and then encode a reply himself, will very seldom
talk back to the radio network or write a letter to the editor. Indeed,
the kind of feedback that comes to a mass communication organization
is a kind of inferential expression — receivers stop buying the publica-
tion, or no longer listen to the program, or cease to buy the product
advertised. Only in rare instances do these organizations have an op-
portunity to see, more directly than that, how their messages are going
over. That is one reason why mass communication conducts so much
audience research, to find out what programs are being listened to,
what stories are being read, what ads attended to. It is one of their few
substitutes for the feedback which makes interpersonal communication
so relatively easy to plan and control.

The following chapters will have something to say about the audi-
ences of the different media, and we need not discuss them in any
detail here. These audiences cluster, not only around a newspaper,
magazine, or television station, but also around certain stories in the
paper, certain parts of the magazine, certain television or radio pro-
grams. For example, Station A will not have the same audience at
8:00 as it had at 7:00, because some of these listeners will have moved
to Stations B or C, and some of the listeners from B and C will have
moved to A. Newspaper D will not have the same audience on its
sports pages as on its society pages, although there will be some
overlap. What determines which offering of mass communication will
be selected by any given individual? Perhaps the easiest way to put
it is to say that choice is determined by the Fraction of Selection —

Expectation of reward

Effort required
You can increase the value of that fraction either by increasing the
numerator or decreasing the denominator, which is to say that an
individual is more likely to select a certain communication if it prom-
ises him more reward or requires less effort than comparable com-
munications. You can see how this works in your own experience.
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You are much more likely to rcad the newspaper or magazine at hand
than to walk six blocks to the news stand to buy a bigger newspaper or
magazine. You are more likely to listen to a station which has a loud
clear signal than to one which is faint and fading and requires constant
effort from you to hear at all. But if the big game of the week is on
that faint station, or if your favorite author is in the magazine at the
news stand, then there is more likelihood that you will make the addi-
tional effort. If you were a member of the underground in occupied
France during World War II, you probably risked your life to hear
news from the forbidden Allied radio. You aren’t likely to stay up
until 2 a.m. simply to hear a radio program, but if by staying up that
long you can find out how the Normandy invasion is coming or who
has won the Presidential election — then you will probably make the
extra effort just as most of the rest of us did. It is hardly necessary to
point out that no two receivers may have exactly the same fraction
of selection. One of them may expect more reward from Milton Berle
than will the other. One of them may consider it less effort to walk
six blocks to the news stand than does the other. But according to how
this fraction looks to individuals in any given situation, the audience
of mass communication is determined.

Unlike lecture audiences and small groups, mass communication
audiences (with the cxception of the people in a motion picture
theater at the same time) have very little contact with each other.
People in one house listening to Jack Benny don’t know whether
anybody in the next house is listening to him or not. A person reading
an editorial in the New York Times has little group feeling for the
other people in this country who read editorials in the New York
Times. These audiences are individuals, rather than groups. But each
individual is connected with a group or groups — his family, his close
friends, his occupational or school group —and this is a very im-
portant thing to remember about mass communication. The more we
study it, the more we are coming to think that the great effects of
mass communication are gained by feeding ideas and information
into small groups through individual receivers. In some groups, as you
well know, it is a sign of status to be familiar with some part of mass
communication (for example, in the teen-age group to hear the cur-
rently screamable crooner, or in some business groups to read the
Wall Street Journal). In many a group, it is a news story from the
radio, or an editorial from the Tribune, or an article from the Times,
or an article from one of the big magazines, that furnishes the subject
of conversation on a given day. The story, or article, or editorial, is
then re-interpreted by the group, and the result is encoded in group
opinion and perhaps in group action. Thus it may well be that the
chief influence of mass communication on individuals is really a kind
of secondary influence, reflected to the group and back again.
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We are ready now to draw a diagram of mass communication, and
to talk about the kinds of messages this sort of system requires and
what we know about predicting their effects. This is the way mass
communication seems to work:

Organization

The *‘mass audience' —

Many
identical

Many receivers, each
messages

decoding, interpreting,
encoding —

Each connected with a
group, where message
is re-interpreted and
often acted upon.

Inferential Feedback

L Input from news sources, art sources, etc.

Now it is easy to see that there will be certain restrictions on the kinds
of program which can be carried over these identical circuits to these
little-known and changing audiences. The communication organiza-
tion knows it is dealing with individuals, yet does not know them as
individuals. Its audience research classifies, rather than individualizes,
the audience. Audience research, that is, says that so many people are
listening at a given time, or that so many men and so many women
are likely to read a given kind of article, or that the readers of a
given magazine are in the upper economic bracket and have had on
the average 12 years of schooling. Whereas the individual communi-
cator is dealing with individuals and able to watch the way his mes-
sage is received and modify it 1if necessary, the organization is dealing
only with averages and classes. It must pitch its reading level some-
where below the estimated average of its audicnce, in order not to
cut off too many of the lower half of the audience. It must choose its
content according to the best estimate it can make of what the
broadest classes of receivers want and need. Whereas the individual
communicator is free to experiment because he can instantly correct
any mistake, the organization is Joathe to experiment. When it finds-
an apparently successful formula, it f(eeps on that way. Or it changes
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the details but not the essentials. If one organization makes a great
success with a given kind of message, others tend to copy it — not
because of any lack of originality, but because this is one of the few
kinds of feedback available from the mass audience. That is why we
have so much sameness on the radio, why one successful comic strip
tends to be followed by others of the same kind, one successful news
or digest magazine by others, one kind of comedy program by others
of the same kind, and so forth.

What can we say about the effects of these mass communication
messages? For one thing, mass communication has pervasive effect
because in many respects it has taken over the function of society
communicating. Our society, like any other communication unit,
functions as decoder, interpreter, and encoder. It decodes our environ-
ment for us, watches the horizon for danger and promise and enter-
tainment. It then operates to interpret what it has decoded, arrives
at a consensus so that it can put policy into effect, keep the ordinary
interactions of communal life going, and helps its members enjoy life.

)

Decoder = Surveys environment
Society as communicator ( interpreter ’ — Arrives at consensus
Encoder — Transmits culture
and policy

It also encodes — messages to maintain our relations with other so-
cieties in the world, and messages to transmit our culture to its new
members. Mass communication, which has the power to extend our
eyes and ears almost indefinite distances, and to multiply our voices
and written words as far as we can find listeners or readers, has taken
over a large share of the responsibility for this social communication.
Newspapers, radio, television watch the horizon for us. By telling
us what our leaders and experts think, by conducting a discussion or
public issues, these media, and magazines and films as well, help us
to interpret what is seen on the horizon and decide what to do about
it. The textbook and educational films have led all the other media
in encoding our culture so that the young persons coming into our
society may learn as quickly and easily as possible the history,
standards, roles, and skills they must know in order to be good mem-
bers of society. This is not to say that all the media do not contribute
in some degree to all these functions. For example, a book like 1984
may be as much a report of the horizon as the most current news
story. And on the other hand, it is certainly true that a great deal of
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our culture is transmitted currently through television, radio, news-
papers, and magazines. But the faster media are better equipped to
be watchmen, and are more often so used. The slower, longer lasting
media are better equipped to be teaching aids and are so used. The
important thing is that all the mass media have important uses in
providing the network of understandings without which the modern
large community could not exist.

So much for the basic effect, which we see every day in the kind of
customs around us, the pcoplc and problems talked about, and the
language we speak. This is the slgumpcrccptlblc effect. This is like
building the stalagmite. But how about the specific effect of a given

message transmitted by mass_communication? How_can_we ict
what the effect will be on the mass audience?
We can’t predict | ffect on the mass audience. We.can only pre-

dict the effect on_ individuals. Communication organizations have
developed group encoding, but there is only individual decoding. There-
fore, we can predict the effect of mass communication only in the
way we try to predict the effect of other communication — that is, in
terms of the intcraction of message, situation, personality, and group.

The first thing which becomes obvious, therefore, is that inasmuch
as there are many different combinations of personality, situation, and
group in any mass audience, there are likely to be many different
kinds of effects. It is equally obvious that since mass communication
doesn’t know much about the individuals in its audience, predicting
effects is going to be extremely difficult.

Nevertheless, there are certain things to be said. Tbc\_prf)#r_?’gf
attention constantly faces mass com i he average American
m}‘mﬁﬁgﬁum a day to mass com-
munication. If he lives in a big city, he gets a paper that would itself
take half that time to read. (He doesn’t read all of it.) He is offered
the equivalent of two weeks of radio and television every day from
which he can choose. He is offered a bewildering array of magazines
and books and films. From these also he must choose. Other attractive
ways to spend leisure compete with communication. He sometimes
combines them — listening to music while he reads, playing cards or
eating while he hears a newscast, playing with the baby while he
watches television. Therefore, we can predict at least that any indi-
vidual will have a fairly small chance of selecting any given item in mass
communication, and that if he does select it, his level of attention may
be rather low. This is responsible for many cases of “mis-hearing”
radio. We know also that readership of the average newspaper story
falls off sharply after the first few paragraphs, so that a member of
the mass audience is likely not to see at all the latter part of a long
newspaper story.

There are of course many cases in which markedly high attention is
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aroused by mass communication, and plentiful instances of listeners
identifying closely with radio characters and adopting the mannerisms
and language of movie heroes. It has been said that the mass media
have brought Hollywood, Broadway, and Washington nearer than the
next town, and there is a great deal of truth in this, There are also
some cases in which very spectacular overt results have been accom-
plished by mass communication.

Let us recall one of them. Can you remember when CBS broadcast
Orson Welles’ performance of H. G. Wells’ “War of the Worlds”? The
script featured the invasion of the United States by armies from outer
space. Perhaps you were one of the people who ran screaming for the
hills, or armed yourself to wait for the invaders, or tried to call your
loved ones long distance for a farewell talk. Or perhaps you were not.
Perhaps you were one of those who heard the CBS announcers explain
carefully that it was a play made from a book of fiction. Those who
didn’t hear those announcements were engaged in proving what we
have just said about the low level of attention to some parts of mass
communication.

But that doesn’t entirely explain why people became hysterical and
did things they were rather ashamed of the next day. And in truth,
this is one of the really spectacular examples of mass communication
effect. This happened without any specific reference to groups; it
happened spontaneously in thousands of homes near the supposed
scene of invasion. Why did it happen? Research men have studied the
incident, and think they have put together the puzzle. For one thing,
it was a tense time. People were full of anxiety, which could have been
triggered off in many ways. In the second place, people trusted — still
trust — radio news; the play was in the form of newscasts and com-
mentaries. Therefore, the communication as it was interpreted really
represented a spectacular change in the situation: the Martians were
invading! Apparently the group element played no large part in this
event, but the other three did. The message was accepted (minus the
important identification as fiction). The listeners had a good deal of
anxiety ready to be used. The message convinced them that the situa-
tion had indeed changed for the worse. Each according to his own
personality and situation then took action.

As we have said, that was, fortunately, one of the few really spec-
tacular examples of mass behavior. Another one was the Gold Rush
that resulted in the 1890’s when the newspapers brought word of gold
in Alaska. Some people might say that what the Communists have
been able to accomplish is a spectacular advertisement for the power
of mass communication, and that subject is worth looking at because
it shows us not only some of the differences between the ways we use
the mass media and the way dictators use them, but also some of the
principles of communication effect.
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It is true that one of the first acts of the Communists, when they take
over a country, is to seize the mass communication system. (That was
also one of Hitler’s first acts.) They also seize the police power and the
control of productive resources, and they organize an intricate system
of Party groups and meetings. I don’t know of any case in which the
Communists have put the whole burden of convincing people and
gaining members on mass communications alone. They always provide
a group structure where a convert can get reinforcement, and meetings
to which a potential convert can be drawn. They use mass communi-
cation almost as an adjunct to these groups. In Korea and China, the
mass media actually become texts for the groups. And the Communists
do one thing more. If at all possible, they secure a monopoly on the
mass communication reaching the people whom they are taking over.
When they took Seoul, Korea, in 1950, they confiscated radio receivers
wherever they found receivers despite the fact that they had captured
Radio Seoul, intact, the most powerful transmitter in that part of Asia.
They were willing to give up the use of Radio Seoul, if by so doing
they could keep their subjects from foreign radio.

Now obviously, a state monopoly on communication, as well as
control of resources and organization of a police state, is a long way
from our system. And as long as our mass media are permitted free
criticism and reporting, and as long as they represent more than one
political point of view, we have little to worry about in a political way
from them. But even though we may look with revulsion at the Com-
munist way of using mass communication, still we can study it. And
let us refer back to the four elements which we said were instrumental
in bringing about communication effects — message, situation, person-
ality, and group. The Communists control the messages. By their police
power, control of resources (and hence of food and pay), they can
structure the situation as they see fit. Their group organization is most
careful, and offers a place —in fact compels a place — for every
person. Thus they control three of the four elements, and can use those
three to work on the fourth — the personalities of their receivers.

The Communists, who have now had 35 years practice in the in-
tensive use of mass communication for accomplishing specified effects,
are apparently unwilling to predict the results of their communication
unless they can control three of the four chief elements which enter
into the effect.

Let us take one final example. There is a great deal of violence in
mass communication content today. Violence is interesting to children.
Yet only a few children actually engage in acts of criminal violence.
Most children do no such things. They sample the violent material,
and decide they would rather play football. Or they attend faithfully
to the violent material, use it to clear out vicariously some of the
aggressions they have been building up, and emerge none the worse
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for the experience. Or they adopt some of the patterns in a mild and
inoffensive way when they play cops and robbers. Only a few children
learn, from the mass media, techniques of crime and violence which
they and their pals actually try out. Now what is it that determines
which of those children will be affected harmfully by those messages
of violence, and which will not?

We can attempt to answer this question from cases we have studied.
And the answer is simply that the other three elements — personality,
situation, and group influence — will probably determine the use made
of the message. If the child is busy with athletics, Scouts, church, or
other wholesome activities, he is not likely to feel the need of violent
and antisocial actions. On the other hand, if he is bored and frus-
trated, he may experiment with dangerous excitement. If he has a
healthy personality, if he has learned a desirable set of values from his
family group, he is less likely to give in to motivation toward violence.
On the other hand, if his value standards are less certain, if he has lost
some of his sense of belonging and being loved (possibly because of a
broken home), he may entertain more hospitably the invitation to
violence. If the group he admires has a wholesome set of standards,
he is not likely to try an undesirable response, bccause the group will
not reinforce it. On the other hand, if he belongs to a “gang” there is
every reason to expect that he will try some of the violence, because
in so doing he will win admiration and status in the group. Therefore,
what he does will depend on the delicate balancing of these influences
at a given time. Certainly no one could predict — except possibly on
an actuarial basis — from merely seeing such a message exactly what
the response to it would be. And it is entirely probable in the case we
have mentioned that the community, the home, and the school — be-
cause they influence so greatly the other three elements — would have
much more to do with the young person’s response than would the
message itself.

The all-pervasive effect of mass communication, the ground swell
of learning that derives from mass communication acting as society
communicating — this we can be sure of, and over a long period we
can identify its results in our lives and beliefs. The more specific effects,
however, we must predict only with caution, and never from the mes-
sage alone without knowing a great deal about the situation, the per-
sonality, and the group relationship where the message is to be acted

upon.
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Introductory Note

THE ANATOMY OF ATTENTION

Communication is a buyer’s market. Far more stimuli come to us
than we are able to attend to. When we drive downtown, we notice
very little about the houses and people on both sides of the street. Yet
they are all the time offering stimuli to our senses. In other situations
— for example, if we are looking for an address along the street — we
may pay close attention. But when we drive downtown we are prob-
ably attending only to the traffic lights, automobiles, pedestrians at
crossings, and other signals that help us drive safely where we want
to go.

The signs of communication have to compete for an audience. You
can see how this works for the mass media, and a little reflection will
show you that it operates also in face-to-face conversation. How often,
Jfor example, do you have the undivided attention of the person you

are talking to?

There is good reason to think that we scan our communication en-
vironment like an index, selecting among cues and concentrating our
attention on the signs associated with the cues that specially attract us.
You can see this operate when we scan the newspaper headlines, and
sometimes when we use tables of contents. It seems also to be operative
when we listen to voice radio. For example, experiments indicate that
we habitually listen to a newscast at relatively low level of attention
until a cue word or phrase awakens our attention and invites us to
respond to the group of signs associated with the cue.

Furthermore, we tend to perceive the message in terms of the index
cue. For example, the meaning we perceive in a picture often depends
greatly on the caption. Two different newspaper headlines can result
in two different impressions of the story. A word like “but” (as an
experiment with public discussion indicates) can apparently index the
material that follows it as “negative” regardless of the nature of the
material.
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Experimental work on this index function is in very early stages,
and the process is not wholly understood as yet. Nevertheless, the idea
promises to have important implications for encoders, who may find
they should spend more effort devising index systems, spacing out and
weighting their index cues.

The principles that determine whether a cue will attract attention
may be described simply as follows:

(1) Auvailability. The first requisite is to deliver the signal, to make
it easy to pick up. Other things being equal, you are more likely to
tune in a program where the signal is strong and clear than one which
fades and blurs and requires you to strain to hear. Other things being
cqual, you are more likely to look at a large billboard placed where you
can conveniently see it as you stop for a traffic light, than you are to
see a small placard on a house past which you drive at 60 miles an
hour. Other things being equal, you are more likely to read the news-
paper available when you are home and relaxed for the evening.
Other things being equal. Of course, things are not always cqual.
During the Nazi occupation, Frenchmen who had radios were willing
to strain to hear, if by so doing they could hear the BBC in place of
the official Nazi radio. The few people in occupied Seoul during the
summer of 1950 who had radios were willing to risk their lives in
order to hear the UN radio for a few minutes a day, instead of the
much more easily available Communist radio. But these things were
done because of other motivations. Except for these motivations, the
principle of least effort would have applied in those cases as it applics
in the everyday commonplace act of discriminating among broad-
casting stations, newspapers, theaters, and advertising signs.

(2) Contrast. Your attention is likely to be attracted to any signal
which contrasts notably with the rest of your environment, providing
that signal is readily available. Something that is noticeably louder,
or brighter, or larger; a sudden movement in a static field; a sudden
change in tone, intensity, pace, mass — all these things will serve to
draw attention to themselves. Within the limits of ready availability,
the converse will also hold. That is, a few seconds of silence in the
midst of continuing sound, an autumn pastel in the midst of bright
summer landscapes, a runner who suddenly stops in the middle of a
race — these too will attract attention. This is one of the most valu-
able principles for the construction of advertising materials, and it has
many implications.

But let us here record one point of caution in using the principle.
It is easy to overdo loudness and size contrast and “novelty.” It is
easy for radio announcers and commentators, for example, to enter
into an impossible competition for attention through loudness and ex-
citement. The attention-drawing effect of loudness seems to operate
on a kind of Weber’s Law which, as you remember, is the psycho-
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physical principle that constantly increasing differentials are required
for discrimination among weights as the weights are increased. In
other words, in a competition to attract attention through loudness,
as the voices grow louder and louder, the intervals which separate the
loudness of the speakers must be made greater and greater, if any dif-
ference is to be perceived. Low in the scale, the difference may be only
one decibel; it may be 10 decibels, high in the scale of intensity. If
loudness and excitement were the only tools with which radio com-
mercials could compete, then soon radio announcers would be reduced
to screaming. If intensity were the only means of attracting attention,
then size would soon become impracticable, sound unsupportable, and
brightness merely garish. Contrast must be attained by other means
as well. A very good reason for using other means is the fact that if an
intensity cue, once selected, does not adequately reward the selector,
then the selector will be much less likely to respond to a similar cue
the next time. The sensitivity, that is, may be decreased. Experiments
have shown, for example, that words like “Flash!” and “Bulletin!”
used indiscriminately, will at first raise the attention, but quickly lose
their attention-gathering effect if the rewards arc not proportional to
the strength of the cues.

Repetition should also be mentioned under this head. Not only does
it make a cue statistically more readily available, and in contrast with
non-continuing cues; but also it seems to have the power of accumu-
lating attention power — as a series of very small stimuli, for example,
will finally trigger a nerve current.

(3) Reward and threat. This is perhaps too simple a way of trying
to state the fact that the relation of a cue to a receiver’s needs, wants,
motivations, interests, habits, roles, frames of reference — however we
want to codify his personality — will have a great deal to do with
determining whether it attracts attention. A familiar name in a head-
line, a picture of one’s own street, a story about the university foot-
ball team in which one feels an almost personal pride, a story about
a polio epidemic which may affect one’s children, a story about a
subject which has previously rewarded us and been remembered —
cues like these will certainly attract attention. Similarly, we tend to
be attracted to some cues because they fit the roles we play in society;
they are the things that are “done,” the things that are “read,” the
things we ought to be informed on. We respond to many cues simply
because of habit (e.g., to turn on a certain radio program). In a sense,
all this activity can be explained in terms of the reward or threat
which the cues offer an individual scanner, or the habits that have
grown out of rewarded responses.

A communicator is in the position of trying to arrange his index
cues so that they will appeal to the personality needs of his audience.
Some of these will be individual and personal; others will be wide-
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spread and general. For example, stories about Lindbergh in 1927
would have a personal-acquaintance appeal to a few hundred or
thousand people, but vast numbers could enjoy the conflict situation
of a2 man against an ocean, and could identify with the American
boy who had that adventure and won the victory. The face-to-face
communicator will therefore draw on all he knows about his listener,
all that he can find out by feedback, in order to cue his message to the
personal interests of the listener and thus get as much of the attention
as possible. The mass communicator, on the other hand, will consider
the general interests and needs of his audience, and try to cue his
messages to the interests of large groups. This fact has been responsible
for much of the dissatisfaction with mass communication, which, as it
has grown larger, has been forced in the interests of economy to appeal
to the interests of groups as large as possible, and thus to adopt what
has been called a “lowest common denominator” approach, and ignore
many specialized interests and needs.

The communicator tries to encode his material so as to give two
dimensions of index information about it: intensity and subject matter.
This is a delicate business, because if he gains attention by an intensity
cue and then does not suitably reward the attention, or if he indicates
(for example, by a scarehead) that a story has great reward or threat
for the audience and the story does not live up to the head, he is in
danger of extinguishing that response in his audience. Furthermore,
if his headline does not accurately represent the story content, he may
cause a misperception of the whole story. Therefore, the acts of in-
dexing which seem most obvious to us — such as placing and head-
lining stories in a newspaper — are actually delicate problems in
balancing intensity cues (headline size and blackness, position on the
page, page in the paper, length of story, relation to pictorial material,
etc.) against the predicted importance of the story to readers; and
also constructing the headlines so as to indicate accurately what the
content has to offer in response to the interests and needs of readers.
If the signs of the story are themselves a kind of shorthand, then the
headlines are shorthand for shorthand, and the weight of responsibility
on the editor is very great indeed.

The audience, on its part, discriminates amongst the cues at hand,
in terms of their relative availability (including economic avail-
ability), their contrast with environment, and the apparent reward
or threat they offer. To a certain extent, as we have said, role and
custom enter into the selection of an audience, but these also may be
explained in terms of reward and learned habit.

We know something about how audiences organize themselves
around the index cues of mass communication, although our informa-
tion is better on gross problems (e.g., media audiences) than on finer
questions (e.g., response to different kinds of cues). We know, for
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example, that in the United States two mass media (radio and news-
papers) reach practically everyone, except the very young. Magazines
reach about two-thirds of the people, motion pictures about one-half,
books about one-fourth. Television is still not generally enough avail-
able to permit a fair comparison, although it seems destined to belong
to the newspaper-radio group. There are great differences between
countries of the world in respect to availability of mass media and
therefore the size of audiences. In the United States, the circulation
of daily newspapers is about 54 million, considerably more than one
per average home. In Grecce, where the population is about 8 million,
the circulation of daily newspapers is about 800,000 or a little less
than one paper for every two homes. In Burma, where there are 18
million people, the total daily circulation is about 100,000. In the
United States there are about 95 million radios, or more than two
per average home. In France, where the population is 41 million,
there are 7.5 million receivers, a little less than one per home. In
Ethiopia, where there are 17 million people, there are only 5,000
recewving sets.

In the United States, where our most detailed audience figures have
been compiled, book reading and motion picture attendance fall off
sharply after the teen years. After these years, school-motivation to
use books is gone, and the social motivation to go to the movies is in
competition with the more easily available entertainment at home.
Newspaper reading seems to increase from the early teens through
middle age, and radio listening appears to be on a high plateau during
the middle years. People with more moncy or more education are
likely to spend more time than others on mass media in general
(except radio). And except for radio, and perhaps television, a kind
of all-or-none law seems to be operative: that is, on the average, if
an individual is above average in his communication time, he will
also be above average in the amount of time he gives to each of the
individual media.

If now we ask what materials different kinds of individuals select
within the media, we come to a more complex situation. The first thing
to be noted is that an individual selects only a small part of the mass
communication material available to him. The average U. S. reader
reads only one-fourth to one-third of the contents of a daily news-
paper, chooses only a few per cent of the radio programs available
to him. A very large proportion of attention to the mass media is to
material which indexes itself as entertainment, or to pictures and
other spectacular material which offers relatively easy going and a high
level of excitement. The so-called “serious” use of mass communica-
tions (once past the textbook years) appears to be learned slowly, and
to correlate highly with education and with pressing individual needs.
Foreign political news, for example, is read by small percentages of
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U.S. newspaper audiences unless it is couched in terms of conflict (as
the 1952 Olympic Games were described, and as we tend increasingly
to write of international diplomacy) or in terms that offer strong
threat or reward to the reader or his family (for example, the threat
of war or the promised reward of war’s end). However, foreign politi-
cal news will be read by larger percentages of college graduates than
others, and by higher percentages of persons past the age of 30 than
younger persons. Role differences account for some reading patterns,
as for example the heavy male reading of sports, the heavy female
reading of society news and fashion material. Likewise, the frame of
reference is a powerful determinant, as can be seen in the heavy read-
ing of local news in weekly newspapers, and in farmers’ selection of
agricultural material. However, it should be remembered that pictures
and comics have highest readership in newspapers, comedians and
thriller programs on the radio, a digest magazine and a picture maga-
zine among periodicals.

Lest all this talk of mass communication throw perspective awry,
we should mention here that the average person in the United States
secems to devote only a little over four hours about one-fourth
of his waking hours, to ma unication. Most of his other waking
Hmma—:sﬁm]al communication — for
conversations, telephone calls, letters, etc. If we then ask about the
average person’s focus of attention, we can assume that it decreases
swiftly as it goes out from his primary group. That is, the greater part
of his attention is given to communication with his family and close
friends. Another part is devoted to business and acquaintances; a
smaller part to the affairs of his town and state; a still smaller part

to national and world events. Within his mass communication time,
which temporarily take him away from the threat or decision situa-
tions which surround his vote, his business, his health, or his home.
There must be great individual differences, however, about which we
know all too little, in the attention patterns of different individuals,
and in different cultures. Actually this is a very important kind of
knowledge, not only in the study of personality growth and communi-
cation practices, but also in the comparative study of cultures and
the study of international relations. It is a matter of considerable im-
portance to us at this moment, for example, to know what signals

from the outside world come to the attention of the ordinary Russian
or Chinese, Indian or Arab.
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The four following papers represent attempts by social
scientists to find out why people read or listen to mass
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why persons read newspapers by finding what they miss
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A BERNARD BERELSON

' ' hat “Missing the Newspaper’” Means

INTRODUCTION

In the late afternoon of Saturday, June 30, 1945, the deliverymen
of eight major New York City newspapers went on strike. They re-
mained on strike for over two weeks, and during that period most
New Yorkers were effectively deprived of their regular newspaper
reading. They were able to buy the newspaper PM and a few minor
and specialized papers at newsstands, and they could buy copies over
the counter at central offices of some newspapers. But the favorite
papers of most readers were simply inaccessible to them for seventeen
days.

These unusual circumstances presented a good opportunity for
various interested parties — advertisers, newspaper publishers, radio
executives, social scientists —to gauge public attitudes toward the
newspaper, and at least three gencral polls of opinion were independ-
ently conducted during the strike. Some if not all findings of two polls
have been made public, one by the Elmo Roper agency and the other
by Fact Finders Associates, Inc. This article is a report on the third, an
exploratory survey conducted for the Bureau of Applied Social Re-
search, Columbia University.

According to the published findings, the Roper and Fact Finder
organizations directed their efforts to determining what people had
done in order to keep up with the news, what parts of the newspaper
they particularly missed, and how much they missed the newspapers
as the strike went on. On no specific question are their results strictly
comparable, but in three ways they aimed at the same general atti-

A Dr. Berelson, who is director of the Behavioral Scicnces Division of the Ford
Foundation, first published this paper in Communications Research, 1948-1949,
edited by Paul Lazarsfeld and Frank Stanton, published and copyright by
Harper & Brothers (New York, 1949). It is reprinted here by permission
of the publisher and copyright holder.
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tudes or behavior, although in quite different ways. Both agencies
attempted to get at the nature of the substitute for the newspaper,
and in both cases respondents stressed that they listened to news
broadcasts over the radio. Both attempted, in quite different ways, to
discover what parts of the newspaper were particularly missed, and
in both cases respondents stressed news (national, local, and war
news) and advertising. Finally, both attempted to get at the degree
to which the newspapers were actually missed, and in both cases
respondents indicated that they missed the papers intensely.

Because the questions used by the two polling agencies differed
greatly, the results are not strictly comparable. Furthermore, neither
poll is able to interpret its data, which consist altogether of “surface
facts,” relevant only to the specific question at hand. Saying that one
“misses the newspaper,” or a part of it, can cover a variety of psycho-
logical reactions. What does “missing the newspaper” mean? Why do
people miss it? Do they really miss the parts they claim, to the extent
they claim? Why do they miss one part as against another? The Roper
and Fact Finders polls bring little or nothing to bear on such ques-
tions, which are at the core of the basic problem, namely, to under-
stand the function of the modern newspaper for its readers. Neither
poll succeeds in getting at the more complex attitudinal matters oper-
ating in the situation.!

It was to attack this problem that the present study was conducted.
At the end of the first week of the strike, the Bureau of Applied Social
Research of Columbia University sponsored a quite different kind of
study of people’s reactions to the loss of their newspapers. Where the
Roper and Fact Finders surveys were extensive, the Bureau’s was
intensive, designed to secure psychological insight in order to deter-
mine just what not having the newspaper meant to people. It is an
axiom in social research, of course, that such studies can most readily
be done during a crisis period like that represented by the newspaper
strike. People are not only more conscious of what the newspaper
means to them during such a “shock” period than they are under
normal conditions, but they also find it easier to be articulate about
such matters.?

Accordingly, the Bureau conducted a small number (60) of inten-

! On the necessity of “probes” to elicit the real “meaning” of straight replies,
see Hadley Cantril and Research Associates, Gauging Public Opinion (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1944), “Part One. Problems Involved in
Setting the Issues.”

*For an experiment designed to test the intensity of news interest of people
relying primarily on newspapers and of those relying primarily on radio, see
Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Radio and the Printed Page (New York: Duell, Sloan and
Pearce, 1940), pp. 246-50. In this expcriment, each group of respondents was
deprived of its main source of news and their reactions to this situation were
studied.
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sive interviews.> The sample, stratified by rental areas in Manhattan,
provided a good distribution by economic status although it was high
in education. No attempt was made to secure statistically reliable data
on poll questions of the Roper or Fact Finders sort (although for a
few similar questions, such as what was missed in the papers, the
results are the same as those from the Roper survey). Instead, the
Bureau’s interviews were designed to supply so-called qualitative data
on the role of the newspaper for its readers, as that became evident at
such a time. The results are not offered as scientific proof, but rather
as a set of useful hypotheses.

In brief, then, the two polls on the subject present certain “surface
facts,” without knowing just what they mean. This study tries to sug-
gest what “missing the newspaper” really means. Let us start with
people’s stereotyped responses to questions about missing the news-

paper.

THE ROLE OF THE NEWSPAPER: WHAT PEOPLE SAY

Because of people’s inclination to produce accepted slogans in
answer to certain poll questions, there is always the danger that ver-
bal response and actual behavior may not correspond. This danger was
confirmed here. Intensive follow-up interviewing of the respondents
demonstrated that practically everyone pays tribute to the value of
the newspaper as a source of “serious” information about and inter-
pretation of the world of public affairs, although not everyone uses
it in that way. During the interview our respondents were asked
whether they thought “it is very important that pcople read the news-
papers or not.” Almost everyone answered with a strong “Yes,” and
went on to specify that the importance of the newspaper lay in its
informational and educational aspects. For most of the respondents,
this specification referred to the newspaper as a source of news, nar-
rowly defined, on public affairs.

However, not nearly so many people use the newspaper for this
approved purpose, as several previous reading and information studies
have shown. The general tribute without supporting behavior was
evident in this study as well. When the respondents were given the
opportunity to say spontaneously why they missed reading their reg-
ular newspapers, only a very few named a specific “serious” news
event of the period (such as the Far Eastern war or the British clec-
tions) whercas many more answered with some variant of the “to-
keep-informed” cliché or named another characteristic of the news-
paper (c.g., its departmental features).

At another point in the interview, respondents were asked directly,

“What news stories o ich happened last week (i.e., before

* A copy of the questionnaire appears in Appendix F, p. 309.
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WMing able to follow up?”’
Imost ha ¢ respondents were unable to name any such story or
cvent whereas others named such non-‘“serious” news stories as the
then-current Stevens murder case. About a third of the respondents
did cite a “serious” news event, most of them the Far Eastern war.
Furthermore, directly following this question, the respondents were
asked which of a list of six front-page stories of the week before they
had missed “not being able to follow up in your regular paper.”* Here,
too, only a little more than a third of the respondents said that they
had missed reading about the average serious event in this list. Thus,
although almost all the respondents speak highly of the newspaper’s
value as a channel of “serious” information, only about a third of them
seemed to miss it for that purpose.®

In brief, there seems to be an important difference between the
respondents’ general protestations of interest in the newspaper’s
“serious” purposes and their specific desires and practices in news-
paper reading. The respondents’ feeling that the newspaper “keeps
me informed about the world” seems to be rather diffuse and amor-
phous, and not often attached to concrete news events of a ‘“‘serious”
nature. Again, for example, take the answer to our question, “Now
that you don’t read your regular newspaper, do you feel you know
what’s going on in the world?” Fully two-thirds of the respondents
felt that they did not know what was going on although, as we have
seen, only about half that many had any notion of what in the world
they wanted more information about. To miss the newspaper for its
“serious” news value seems to be the accepted if not the automatic
thing to say.

¢ The six events were: Changes in President Truman’s cabinet; developments
in the Far Eastern War; the case of Mrs. Stevens; diplomatic events after the
San Francisco Conference; the domestic food situation; the Langford murder
case.

It should be mentioned in this connection that the strike occurred during a
relatively quiescent news period. And this may have lowered the extent to
which people missed reading about specific events.

* We attempted to get at the effect of the loss of newspapers upon the infor-
mational level of the respondents by asking them to identify a series of
important news stories, pre-strike and intra-strike. On the whole, they were just
as well informed about the intra-strike events as about the pre-strike events.
However, this is inconclusive because it does not take into account either the
fullness of information about such important stories or the extent of informa-
tion about middle-sized and small news stories which do not get such extensive
radio coverage.

Parenthetically, it is noteworthy that apparently no rumors gained currency
during the newspaper strike. We tried to investigate the circulation of rumors
by asking the respondents, “Have you heard from other people about any
events or happenings which you haven’t heard over the radio or read about?”
This question drew a complete blank. Apparently access to the radio nipped
any possible rumors in the bud.
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But this does not mean that the newspapers were not genuinely
missed by their readers. There were many spontaneous mentions of
the intensity with which the respondents missed their papers, and
several of those who missed them a good deal at the beginning of the
strike felt even more strongly about it as the week wore on. The
question is, why did people miss the newspaper so keenly. However,
let us first review the several uses to which readers typically put the
newspaper. This is the next step in our effort to put content into a
check mark on a poll questionnaire by suggesting what “missing the
newspaper” really means.

THE USES OF THE NEWSPAPER

The modern newspaper plays several roles for its readers. From
the analysis of our intensive interviews, we have attempted to con-
struct a typology of such roles, or functions, of the newspaper. Ob-
viously the types enumerated here, while discrete, are not necessarily
mutually exclusive for any one newspaper reader. Undoubtedly, dif-
ferent people read different parts of the newspaper for different rea-
sons at different times. The major problem is to determine the
conditions under which the newspaper fulfills such function as those
developed here — and perhaps others — for different kinds of people.
In this connection, the special value of a small group of detailed inter-
views lies in the identification of hypotheses which can then be tested,
one way or the other, by less intensive methods. In other words, such
“qualitative” interviews suggest the proper questions which can then
be asked, in lesser detail, for “quantitative” verification.

In this section we shall mention briefly several immediate uses of
the newspaper which we found in the interviews. The illustrative
quotations are typical of those appearing in the interviews. Some of
these uses correspond to acknowledged purposes of the newspaper,
others do not.

For Information About and Interpretation of Public Affairs

There is a core of readers who find the newspaper indispensable as
a source of information about and interpretation of the “serious”
world of public affairs. It is important to stress, in this connection,
that this interest is not limited simply to the provision of full informa-
tion about news events. Many pecople are also concerned with com-
mentaries on current events from both editorials and columnists,
which they use as a touchstone for their own opinions. For example:
I don’t have the details now, I just have the result. It’s almost like reading
the headlines of the newspaper without following up the story. I miss the
detail and the explanation of events leading up to the news. I like to get the
story behind and the development leading up to—it’s more penetrating
. . . I like to analyze for myself why things do happen and after getting the
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writers’ opinions of it from the various newspapers, in which each one
portrays the story in a different manner, I have a broader view and a more
detailed view when I formulate my own opinion.

As a Tool for Daily Living

For some people the newspaper was missed because it was used as
direct aid in everyday life. The respondents were asked, “Since you
haven’t been able to get your regular newspaper, have you found
some things that you can’t do as well without it?”’ Fully half of them
indicated that they had been handicapped in some way. Many people
found it difficult if not impossible to follow radio programs without
the radio log published in the newspaper. Others who might have
gone to a motion picture did not like the bother of phoning or walk-
ing around to find out what was on. A few business people missed
such merchandising comments as the arrival of buyers; others were
concerned about financial and stock exchange information. Several
women interested in shopping were handicapped by the lack of ad-
vertisements. A few close relatives of returning soldiers were afraid
they would miss details of embarkation news. A couple of women
who regularly followed the obituary notices were afraid that acquaint-
ances might die without their knowing it. Finally, there were scat-
tered mentions of recipes and fashion notes and even the daily
weather forecast in this connection. In short, there are many ways
in which many people use the newspaper as a daily instrument or
guide and it was missed accordingly.

For Respite

Reading has respite value whenever it provides a vacation from
personal care by transporting the reader outside his own immediate
world. There is no question but that many newspaper stories with
which people readily identify supply this “escape” function satisfac-
torily for large numbers of people. Exhibit A in this connection is the
comics, which people report liking for their story and suspense value.
Beyond this, however, the newspaper is able to refresh readers in
other ways, by supplying them with appropriate psychological relax-
ation. The newspaper is particularly effective in fulfilling this need
for relief from the boredom and dullness of everyday life not only
because of the variety and richness of its “human interest” content or
because of its inexpensive accessibility. In addition, the newpaper is
a good vehicle for this purpose because it satisfies this need without
much cost to the reader’s conscience; the prestige value of the news-
paper as an institution for “enlightening the citizenry” carries over
to buttress this and other uses of the newspapers.

When you read it takes your mind off other things.

It [the strike] gave me nothing to do in between my work except to crochet,
which does not take my mind off myself as much as reading.
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I didn’t know what to do with myself. I was depressed. There was nothing
to read and pass the time. I got a paper on Wednesday and felt a whole
lot better.

For Social Prestige

Another group of readers seem to use the newspaper because it
enables them to appear informed in social gatherings. Thus the news-
paper has conversational value. Readers not only can learn what has
happened and then report it to their associates but can also find opin-
ions and interpretations for use in discussions on public affairs. It is
obvious how this use of the newspaper serves to increase the reader’s
prestige among his fellows. It is not that the newspapers’ content is
good in itself but rather that it is good for something — and that some-
thing is putting up an impressive front to one’s associates.
You have to read in order to keep up a conversation with other people. It
is embarrassing not to know if you are in company who discuss the news.
Not that I am uneasy about what’s happening but I like to know about the
country so when people ask you questions you don’t feel dumb and silly.
It makes me furious, absolutely furious, because I don’t know what’s going
on and all my friends who are getting the papers do know.

For Social Contact

The newspaper’s human interest stories, personal advice column,
gossip columns, and the like provide some readers with more than
relicf from their own cares and routine. They also supply guides to
the prevailing morality, insight into private lives as well as opportunity
for vicarious participation in them, and indirect “personal” contact
with distinguished people.

One explanation of the role of the human interest story is that it
provides a basis of common experience against which urban readers
can check their own moral judgments and behavior (the “ethicizing”
cffect).® The requirements for such stories are that they shall be un-
derstandable in terms of the reader’s own experience and that they
shall bc “interesting.” (One respondent who read the tabloids al-
though he disliked them remarked that “the Times isn’t written inter-
estingly enough” and that “PM is the most honest paper but should
have more interesting stuff like the Journal-American.”) From the
comments of a few respondents, it appears that the human interest
storics and the gossip columnists do serve something of this purpose.
In fact, a few respondents indicated that they missed the newspaper
because, so to speak, some of their friends resided in its pages. A few
women who read the gossip columnists and the society pages inten-

®An extensive speculative analysis of this role of the newspaper’s human

interest story for the urban masses is reported by Helen MacGill Hughes, News
and the Human Interest Story (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940).
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sively seemed to take an intimate personal interest in their favorite
newspaper characters and to think of them in congenial terms.

I miss Doris Blake’s column [advice to the lovelorn]. You get the opinions
in Doris Blake of the girls and boys and I find that exciting. It’s like true
life — a girl expressing her life. It’s like everyday happenings.

I always used to condemn the mud-slinging in the News and Mirror, and
many times I swore I'd never buy them if it weren’t for the features I like.
But just the other day I said to a friend of mine that I'd never, never talk
like that about the papers again, because now I know what it is to be
without them.

I missed them [favorite columnists] for their information, their news, their
interviews with various people, their interaction with people. It is interesting
to know people’s reactions. If you read the background of individuals, you
can analyze them a little better.

I like the Daily News. It’s called the “scandal sheet” but I like it. It was
the first paper that I bought when I came to New York. When you live in
a small town and read the papers you know everybody who’s mentioned in
the papers. The News is the closest thing to them. The pictures are inter-
esting and it makes up for the lack of knowing people . . . You get used to
certain people; they became part of your family, like Dorothy Kilgallen.
That lost feeling of being without papers increases as the days go on. You
see, I don’t socialize much. There’s no place that you can get Dorothy

Kilgallen — chit-chat and gossip —and Louella Parsons with Hollywood
news.

THE DESIRABILITY OF READING

This brief review of some uses to which readers typically put the
modern newspaper serves to introduce the following sections, in which
we shall try to elaborate other (nonconscious) psychological reasons
for the genuine interest in newspaper reading. Here again, we shall
use material from our intensive interviews as illustrations.

There is some evidence in our interviews to indicate that reading
itself regardless of content is a strongly and pleasurably motivated act
in urban society. The major substitute followed during the period ordi-
narily given to the reading of the newspaper was some other form of
reading, of a non-“news” character.” For the most part, the content of
such substitute reading seemed to be quite immaterial to the respond-
ents, so long as “at least it was something to read”:

" The data on substitute activitics were secured by asking the respondent to
reconstruct the first occasion on which he missed his regular newspaper, with
these questions:

“How did you feel the very first time you weren’t able to get your paper(s) ?”

“When was it that you first missed the newspaper?”

“What did you do then instead of reading the paper?”

Such questions not only help the respondent to recall his feelings and actions

but also locate them in concrete behavior. We followed up by asking about
substitute activities for the rest of the week.
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I read some old magazines I had.

I read whatever came to hand — books and magazines.

I read up on all the old magazines around the house.

I read whatever was lying around and the others I hadn’t had a chance to
read before.

I went back to older magazines and read some parts I didn’t usually read.

From such quotations one gets an impression that reading itself,
rather than what is read, provides an important gratification for the
respondents. The fact is, of course, that the act of reading carries a
prestige component in American life which has not becen completely
countered by the rise of “propaganditis.” After all, important child-
hood rewards, from both parent and teacher, are occasioned by success
in reading and thus the act has extremely pleasant associations. Not
only do the people of this country support libraries to promote the
practice of reading; they also give considerable deference to the “well-
read” man. In fact, the act of reading is connected with such approved

symbols as “education,” “good literature,” “the full man,” “intellec-
tuality,”

and thus takes on its own aura of respectability and value.®
And largely because of this aura, it is “better” to read something, any-
thing, than to do nothing. For example, an elderly salesman told us:

Life is more monotonous without the paper. I didn’t know what to do with
myself. There was nothing to do to pass the time. It just doesn’t work,
nothing to pass the time.

One might speculate that in addition to the apparent desire of such
people not to be left alone with their thoughts —in itself another

® The idea of reading as a nonconscious pleasurable activity can be pushed
one step further in our data. There are a few references in psychoanalytic
literature which associate reading with oral activity. The fullest development of
this hypothesis appears in an article by James Strachey, “Some Unconscious
Factors in Reading,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis, XI (1930),
322-31, which deals with some oral associations with reading, some possible
oral origins of the associations, and some unconscious functions of reading.
Similar references appear in Edward Glover, “Notes on Oral Character Forma-
tion,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis, VI (1925), 139. Some notes on
the association between sucking activity and eye attention in the first few
months of life appear in Margaret A. Ribble, The Rights of Infants: Early
Psychological Needs and Their Satisfaction (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1943), p. 29. In view of this hypothetical background, it is worth noting
that one group of responses in the interviews seems to illustrate this notion.
Occasionally, in their spontaneous answers to general questions about missing
the newspapers, the respondents used a figure of speech in describing how
much they missed the newspaper. In almost every such case, the figure was an
oral one: “A glass of water . .. a cup of coffee .. . smoking . .. an
appetizer to dinner (radio to the newspaper) . . . thirsty for news . . . I felt
as though someone had taken candy away from me just as I was going to put
it in my mouth.” While these remarks are of course not conclusive, they do
suggest that the act of reading may serve some persons as a socially acceptable
source of oral pleasure. Thus reading material may serve the function of a
pacifier for adults.
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gratification of reading to which we shall return — the Puritan ethic
is at work in such cases. That is, such people may feel that it is some-
how immoral to “waste” time and that this does not occur if one reads
something, because of the “worthwhileness” of reading. In short, in
explaining why people missed their regular newspapers, one must
start by noting that the act of reading itself provides certain basic
satisfaction, without primary regard for the content of the reading
matter.

ANOTHER USE OF THE NEWSPAPER

Within this context, what of the newspaper? Of the major sources
of reading matter, the newspaper is the most accessible. It is also cheap
and its contents can be conveniently taken in capsules (unlike the
lengthier reading units in magazines and books). All in all, the
newspaper is the most readily available and most easily consumed
source of whatever gratifications derive from reading itself. In addi-
tion, there are some other general bases for the intensity with which
people missed the newspaper.

References by several people to “not knowing what’s going on” and
to “feeling completely lost” illustrate the sort of insecurity of the
respondent which was intensified by the loss of the newspaper:

I am like a fish out of water . . . I am lost and nervous. I'm ashamed to
admit it.

I feel awfully lost. I like the feeling of being in touch with the world at large.
If I don’t know what’s going on next door, it hurts me. It’s like being in jail
not to have a paper.

You feel put out and isolated from the rest of the world.

It practically means isolation. We’re at a loss without our paper.

In some way, apparently, the newspaper represented something like
a safeguard and gave the respondents an assurance with which to
counter the feeling of insecurity and anomic pervasive in modern
society.

This need for the newspaper is further documented by references
to the ritualistic and near-compulsive character of newspaper reading.
Many people read their newspapers at a particular time of the day
and as a secondary activity, while they are engaged in doing some-
thing else, such as eating, traveling to work, etc. Being deprived of
the time-filler made the void especially noticeable and especially effec-
tive. At least half the respondents referred to the habit nature of the
newspaper: “It’s a habit . . . when you're used to something, you
miss it . . . I had gotten used to reading it at certain times . . . It’s
been a habit of mine for several years . . . You can’t understand it not
being there any more because you took it for granted . . . The habit’s
so strong . . . It’s just a habit and it’s hard to break it . . .” Some
respondents used even stronger terms:
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Something is missing in my life.

I am suffering! Seriously! I could not sleep, I missed it so.

There’s a place in anyone’s life for that, whether they’re busy or not.

I sat around in the subway, staring, feeling out of place.

The strength of this near-compulsion to recad the newspaper was
illustrated in other ways. Such diverse newspapers as the tabloid News
and the Times sold thousands of copies daily over the counter at their
central offices. One respondent “went from stand to stand until I
decided that it was just no use trying to get one.” Another walked
ten blocks looking for a paper; another went to her newsstand every
night during the first week of the strike, hoping to get a paper. One
young man reread out-of-date newspapers more thoroughly, “as a
resort.” Still other respondents admitted to reading the paper regu-
larly even though they believed that they could spend their time more
profitably:

It replaces good literature.

I usually spend my spare time reading the papers and put off reading books
and studying languages or something that would be better for me . . .
[Most of the paper] is just escape trash, except possibly the classified ads
and I’'m beginning to waste time reading them now, too, when there’s no
reason for it, just habit.

In this connection, the notion that knowledge is power sometimes
appears. One man reported that he felt uneasy “because I don’t know
what I am missing — and when I don’t know I worry.” A few people
even seemed to suggest that their being informed about the world had
something to do with the control of it. A private secretary, for example,
recognizing that she was “just a little cog in the wheel,” remarked
sadly that she “felt cut off” but that “things go on whether you know
about it or not.” Presumably, the regular contact with the world
through the columns of the newspaper gave this person the feeling
that she was participating in the running of the world. But when the
newspaper was withdrawn, she realized that her little contribution was
not being missed.

This sort of analysis throws a new light on the fact that about twice
as many people missed the newspaper more as this week went on than
missed it less. For such people, the absence of the daily ritual was only
intensified as the week wore on. Something that had filled a place in
their lives was gone, and the adjustment to the new state of affairs
was difficult to make. They missed the newspaper in the same sense
that they would have missed any other instrument around which they
had built a daily routine.

Only a few respondents gave an affirmative answer to our question,
“Are there any reasons why you were relicved at not having a news-
paper?” But even they revealed the near-compulsive nature of news-
paper reading. In some cases the fascinating attraction of “illicit”
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content seemed to constitute the compelling factor, e.g., in the case
of the middle-aged housewife who reported:

It was rather a relief not to have my nerves upset by stories of murders,
rape, divorce, and the war . . . I think I'd go out more [without the news-
papers] which would be good for me. Papers and their news can upset my
attitude for the whole day — one gruesome tale after the other. My nerves
would be better without the paper.

The typical scrupulousness of the compulsive character is apparent in
this case of a middle-aged waiter who went out of his way to read
political comment with which he strongly disagreed:

I hate the policy of the Mirror [his only newspaper] . . . the editorial writer
and also the columnist DeCasseres. It’s a pleasure not to read him . . . I
didn’t have an opportunity of disagreeing with Winchell.

In still other cases, the compulsion rescmbled an atonement for
guilt feelings about nonparticipation in the war; the comments of two
women respondents suggest that they had forced themselves to read
the war news, as the least they could do in prosecuting the war:
Under the stress and strain of wartime conditions, my health was beginning
to fail and I enjoyed being able to relax a little.

I've been reading war news so much, I've had enough of it.

A young housewife felt that it was her duty to follow the develop-
ments of the war “for the boys — the spirit of it.” And such respond-
ents were gratified at the newspaper strike because it provided them
with a morally acceptable justification for not reading the newspaper,
as they felt compelled to do. Once the matter was taken out of their
hands they were relieved.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this article we have attempted to elaborate and “deepen” the
answers to typical poll questions applied to a complex set of acts and
feelings. We have tried <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>