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Introduction

Sandra Braman
2002

By the early 1980s it was widely recognized that medium-specific legal
and economic categories for communications policy analysis were in-
adequate for an environment that had qualitatively changed as a result
of technological innovation. Pool’s influential book Technologies of
Freedom1 spelled the problem out as it manifested itself within the United
States, and Bruce, Cunard, and Director2 did the same for the interna-
tional arena. For years, however, the policy—and research—response
was to try to put the round peg in the square hole, as in the debate over
whether cable should be considered more like television or more like 
telephony. The result was confusion, endless litigation, and ultimately
exhaustion.

An alternative approach is to reconceptualize the telecommunications
network as a critical form of infrastructure for all other social, economic,
cultural, and political activity. Seminal video artist Nam June Paik first
conceptualized the network as a superhighway in 1974,3 and U.S.
Senator Mark Hatfield introduced that notion into the policy setting in
1989, but it was only when Vice President Gore took up the language
of an information superhighway in the early 1990s that attention began
to turn away from the world defined by legacy law and towards the infor-
mation environment as it was actually developing. Despite the many
obvious problems in thinking of the national and global information
infrastructure as a “highway,” the rhetorical lift provided by the phrase
brought about a sea change in both public and policy-making percep-
tions of what needed to be done. By the late 1990s, as a result, it had
come to be understood that communications needed to be reconceptu-
alized as a whole—across media, uses, and effects—to adequately



develop policy for contemporary and future conditions. Today, a century
after communication began to articulate itself as a distinct field among
the social sciences, the task of thinking about just what communication
is has essentially begun anew.

Despite the fact that the need to adapt the research agenda of the field
of communication in response to technological change was similarly
pointed out decades ago,4 however, communication scholars have largely
stood on the sidelines while the nature of the infrastructure has changed
radically and transformations in regulatory stance have taken place.
Research programs aimed at specific traditional types of communication
policy issues—such as the effects of media violence on children—
continued, but there has been relatively little attention to the more 
fundamental changes. As Eli Noam put it, “At the time communications
was on the table of national policy . . . communications scholars
absented themselves. . . .”5

The need for new conceptualizations of the communications environ-
ment to serve as a foundation for policy-making was the stimulus for
recognition of communication policy as a distinct subfield in the 1970s.6

As the final pieces of the global information infrastructure fall into place,
there is now a hunger for new ways of thinking and the research to back
them up. Thus this may be a unique opportunity for the community of
researchers dealing with information, communication, and culture to
reconnect with the policy community with significant and enduring
effect. As the National Communication Association (NCA)7 argued to
the Supreme Court in its amicus curiae brief regarding the constitution-
ality of the Communications Decency Act, communication scholars are
particularly well qualified to provide the kind of perspective on elec-
tronically mediated communication needed to resolve pressing policy
problems.

Doing so would serve the field of communication as well. James Carey8

joins economic historian Mark Blaug9 in describing the 1930s as a
“happy moment” for economics because the failure of economic thought
to fully explain the Depression forced the field to advance theoretically,
conceptually, and methodologically. The political hunger for a reconsid-
eration of just what is meant by communication, what its effects are,
how those effects differ by medium and content, and why those effects
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matter similarly makes this a happy moment for the field of communi-
cation: The pressing need should thus also be seen as an opportunity.

There was a time early in the twentieth century when communication
was a foundational concept in sociology. That focus was lost by the
1940s as institutional justifications for the existence of communication
as a distinct field came to dominate over theoretical justifications, and
as absorption in broadcasting turned attention away from society and
towards technology.10 Peter Elliott11 remarked in 1982 that despite
endless discussion of the “information society” that conversation had
not yet yielded a comprehensive theory of just how information, com-
munication, and culture function in society—the same critique could be
levied today. The failure is not only theoretical: as the salience of infor-
mation infrastructure policy issues has gone up, the percentage of mate-
rials dealing with that infrastructure available to scholars has actually
gone down.12

The century of communication research started with the policy-driven
question of how best to persuade those who are citizens and those who
are not to take the government’s point of view. Since that time the
number of policy questions that have been the subject of communication
research has multiplied. The vast terrain of the field, however, has made
it difficult to keep all such work simultaneously in view. Thus while the
ability of the mass media to generate “nervousness” was the subject of
study in the nineteenth century, and propaganda studies notoriously
launched the twentieth, Bruce Owen13 says that communications
research input into policy-making began only in the 1950s with Ronald
Coase’s14 paper on the economics of spectrum allocation.

Communication research intersects with—and is used by15—policy-
making in multiple ways. Policy-making and governance can be studied
as communicative processes in themselves, communication research can
serve as inputs into policy-making about other types of policy issues,
communication research can provide policy tools (as in communication
campaigns) or be the very stuff of them (as in the funding of research to
further the use of particular technologies), and communication research
can be valuable as input into decision-making about the building, main-
tenance, regulation, and use of the information infrastructure itself. The
emphasis here, though not exclusive, is on the last of these.
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Work on this collection began with the expectation that perhaps a
dozen or so items could be located that directly bear on the relationship
between communication research and policy. At the point at which the
search was stopped, hundreds of items had been found published
between 1887 and 2001, and it was clear the list could have been
expanded yet further. This body of literature is marked by three things:

1. It is self-reflexive. While scholars often try to remove themselves
from their reports, these discussions of what happens when researchers
try to bring the results of their work to the attention of policy-makers
are driven by frustrations and, upon occasion, successes. For this reason
they are also revelatory of the lives and working conditions of commu-
nication scholars, providing an almost unique autobiographical record
that usefully complements the small amount of biographical work that
has been undertaken in the field.16

2. The most influential communication scholars all felt compelled 
to contribute to this literature. A list of the authors who have 
written about the experience of trying to bring their work into the 
policy world comprises a “who’s who” of the field. For graduate stu-
dents who are wondering what it is (other than a job) that would make
their work meaningful, or for junior scholars wondering just what they
have gotten themselves into, this should be some inspiration. At one
point or another in their careers, almost everyone whose work has
endured has not only tried to see the results of his or her work opera-
tionalized through the mechanisms of policy—but considered the effort
so fundamental to their identities as social scientists that they believed
their evaluations of why those efforts succeeded or failed were worth
sharing with others.

3. The range of policy issues in which communication scholars have
become involved is vast. Certainly some issues (e.g., the effects on chil-
dren of television violence) have received more attention than others
(e.g., uses of telecommunications for purposes of community develop-
ment). Those that have received a great deal of attention are usually a
part of any introduction to the field offered in a graduate program and
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the work is therefore at least passingly familiar irrespective of individ-
ual specialization. In many more areas, however, awareness of relation-
ships between researchers and policy-makers has been limited to those
with a specialized interest. Despite the massive amount of funding
devoted to health campaigns, for example—about the only type of social
science research to receive significant national funding in the early
twenty-first century—it is rarely included within discussions of policy-
related communication research. We are familiar with the fact that the
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) keeps an eye on fraudulent advertis-
ing, but few besides historians of advertising regulation are aware of the
battles that took place to get the regulatory agency to actually look at
research on people’s reactions to advertising in making its determina-
tions. One of the lessons of the literature introduced in this book, there-
fore, is that policy is not a specialized subfield but, rather, the context,
and often ultimate motivation, for all of the work within the field
whether expressed or not. For this reason, readings in the relationship
between the communication research and policy communities would 
be a valuable accompaniment to graduate proseminar introductions to
the field.

Out of the vast literature in this area, a collection of fifty pieces,17 each
introduced by an essay contextualizing the item relative to the policy
issues under discussion, the research agenda and personal biography of
the scholar involved, and the focal discussion of the book, was presented
to a workshop on the relationship between communication research and
policy at the International Communication Association (ICA) conference
in Washington, DC, in May 2001 with support from the Ford Founda-
tion. Further culling was necessary, however, to fit within a single
volume. The items included here should thus be treated as exemplars
chosen for the way in which they highlight fundamental issues; exten-
sive references offer those interested a path deeper into the literature, and
the essays introducing each section provide pointers to what may be of
interest from particular perspectives.

Of course, history is not “merely” about the past; the historical prob-
lems discussed here are all pertinent to those who do research on com-
munication, information, and culture today. But neither is the story of
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the past necessarily that of the future: By placing Homeland Security as
an umbrella over many communication policy issues, a situation has been
created in the United States and Europe in which the political nature of
policy work may today provide an allure rather than a barrier. The story
is not even necessarily linear; as Wilke18 notes, even the history of social
science research includes disruptions and detours.

Formal policy mechanisms are only one element within a broader legal
field as understood in the Bourdieian sense. Privatization of many for-
merly public activities, the importance of policy networks that link public
and private sector actors, informal aspects of decision-making processes,
and the growing importance of other types of structural forces such as
computer programming mark important limits to traditional policy
analysis. Thus enabling research inputs into policy-making is also of
value because it can help policy-makers trained in the formal appara-
tuses of government to grasp the other factors affecting the ways in
which their decisions actually hit the ground.

While there was a great deal of effort on the part of the public inter-
est advocacy community to affect the shape of the Telecommunications
Act of 1996,19 in the end there was very little influence on this rewrite of
the Communications Act of 1934 from stakeholders other than large cor-
porations and next to no research input. Just why this is so is a story that
still desperately needs to be told. The analytical vacuum here highlights
the importance of trying to understand what the barriers are between the
research and policy communities. This is not just a question of the 
personal satisfaction of the researchers involved. Rather, it is a matter of
national capacity, the resources available for use in resolving problems of
societywide concern. When the knowledge represented by researchers is
not used there are consequences at the national, community, and indi-
vidual levels, for it is often only through research that the policy needs
and the effects of policies in place can be brought into view—the only
way, that is, to ensure that a genuine diversity of voices and the entire
range of values of concern appear in the policy-making discourse.
Research also plays a critically important role in developing alternative
policy formulations, a matter of ever-increasing importance as the rate of
innovation makes the nature of the information environment less and less
familiar and the utility of traditional policy tools less and less clear. 
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Three stories unfold over the course of this collection, one via pres-
ence and two via absence. The story of the perceptions communication
researchers have of their experiences in the course of efforts to find policy
uses for the results of their work is directly observable. There is also the
dramatic story of what is not there: although many academics have an
influence on public policy through their work as consultants to corpo-
rations, I have not been able to find any published reports on the effects
of that experience on the way in which they conduct research, the types
of research questions chosen, the kinds of theories they find compelling,
or their sense of responsibility to either academia or society at large.
These are important questions, for the economic allure of corporate con-
sulting draws many of the best minds away from participation in public
policy discourse. Indeed, as Joseph Bailey noted when he invited
researchers to submit their analyses to his then-employer, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC), in the mid-1990s, despite the
request he did not expect a response because anyone capable of provid-
ing the kind of input being sought would already be committed to the
corporate world via contract. Not only is the data produced and gath-
ered by the private sector proprietary and thus unavailable for scholarly
use—but so, apparently, are any thoughts about the implications of such
involvement for academics despite the utility of such insights for younger
scholars considering alternative career paths and for administrators
trying to understand what has happened to their faculties. A third story
is not told but is suggested here, and that is what might be learned by
secondary analysis of those evaluations of communication policies and
reports by the researchers involved in their formation and implementa-
tion that are available.

The collection begins by looking at trends in the relationship between
the communication research and policy communities over the century
plus during which it has itself been a subject of analysis, and goes on to
look at the effects of policy as a context for research. Because an inter-
est in the policy implications of research places one between two worlds,
the book looks at the issues raised when the same individual faces in
each direction, out (to policy) and in (to academia). After a look at prob-
lematics of the relationship that appear to be unresolvable, the book 
concludes by identifying those elements of the situation that can be 
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successfully dealt with if today’s researchers are willing to learn from
those who have walked this road in the past. It is a sourcebook in three
senses: it provides a catalogue of ways in which the communication
research and policy communities can interact and the issues that arise
when they do so; it offers a collection of primary material in the form
of reports on efforts to form such relationships that spans time periods,
subject matter, and policy venues; and it provides a running bibliogra-
phy on pertinent literatures.
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1
The Long View

Sandra Braman

The relationship between communication research and policy has seen a
number of changes over the past one hundred and thirty plus years from
the first theoretical suggestion that such research might be useful to
policy-makers, to a flush of infatuation with the possibilities of data as
an input into policy-making, to the systematic efforts to include com-
munication research in policy-making of the mid-twentieth century, to
the de facto division of responsibilities between the facts offered by social
scientists and the strategy offered by policy-makers of the 1970s, to the
1980s’ erosion of faith in policy science.1 By today, the pendulum has
swung to the other extreme, with a distrust of social science on the part
of policy-makers that can almost be characterized as know-nothingism.

Over time, often in waves of attention, there has been research on
questions pertinent to policy issues as diverse as the effects of violence
in the media, pornography, deceptive advertising, and universal access
to the telecommunications network. Other types of questions have
received relatively little attention, such as the impact of structural con-
straints on content diversity, social effects of governmental information
collection and dissemination procedures, bandwidth limits as an entry
barrier to content production, the tension between private and public
control over privately owned interfaces with the public communications
network, and mass media programming as socialization in governance.
Across this broad terrain certain trends can be identified:

• the politics of the empirical;
• expansion of the domain;
• theory as a barrier;



• the value of comparison;
• the depoliticization effect of politics;
• the detachment of effects from social processes of originary concern;
and
• the emergence of a “post-law” society.

The Politics of the Empirical

The methodological debates that have riven the social sciences over
recent decades start from the critique that analyses of actual social 
conditions and what people do with them are “merely” empirical. Across
the longer history of the nation-state, however, gathering such informa-
tion has been among the most radical of all possible acts. When Lazars-
feld2 introduced the distinction between critical and administrative
research, empirical work was assumed to be a part of both. Such data
remain valuable for those doing communication policy research from 
a critical perspective. Indeed, the growing disinclination on the part of
policy-makers to rely upon social science research suggests the use of
empirical data may be particularly important—and political—today.

The very word statistics is linguistic testimony to the birth of empiri-
cal research methods with the modern state and their development in the
service of power. Shortly after the French Revolution leaders became
aware that if they were to govern on behalf of the people they had to
know about those people, and so statistical techniques and related
research methods were developed at their behest.3 Just what those tech-
niques and methods were varied from state to state,4 as did the way in
which information collected was actually used for decision-making.5

Such differences go far toward explaining differences among nation-
states, even within Western Europe.6

Long after the modern nation-state appeared, the collection of empir-
ical data retained its politically radical character. Marx relied upon it,
Italian Fascists quashed it—and Lazarsfeld himself got his start working
with a Viennese team that saw the results of its research into the social
impact of unemployment literally burned in 1933 because of what it
revealed about the conditions that enabled Hitler to come into power.7
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Empirical data are often not welcome because the story they tell is not
the story being put forward by those in power—data can put the lie to
official claims, identify social issues the existence of which is otherwise
denied, and bring to light entire populations whose needs have not been
taken into account.

In the “post” condition, meaning post–9-11 as well as the post-
modern, an additional political dimension of empirical work has
appeared as a result of the increasing skew between the amounts and
kinds of information the government can obtain about citizens as
opposed to the amounts and kinds of information citizens can know
about and offer to government. While Jeremy Bentham’s concept of the
panopticon characterized well information collection in the service of
power under modernity, it is De Landa’s8 notion of the panspectron that
better captures the situation under postmodernity. The panoptic condi-
tion opens with identification of a subject about which knowledge is
desired and then arrays the tools of information collection about it. The
panspectral condition, however, is one in which information is collected
about everything all the time, with individual subjects becoming visible
only when specific questions are asked.9

De Landa came up with his ideas about the panspectron in the course
of looking at the National Security Agency (NSA). For years the NSA
and related entities have sought the ability to surveil at will. Technolog-
ical innovation had made that possible, but organizational inertia and
political resistance kept that goal from being achieved. Now, new lead-
ership within the security community has removed the first roadblock
and the shock of 9-11 has, at least for the moment, removed the second.
Other post–9-11 changes in policy, such as a reinterpretation of the
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) that broadened the national secu-
rity exemption and dropped the requirement that agencies demonstrate
possible harm from release of exemptible information to legally justify
a refusal to release it, have made it more difficult for citizens to acquire
information about their government. The same types of changes are
under discussion within the European Union.

Other shifts in policy demonstrate the growing suspicion of the results
of scholarly research among policy-makers and, therefore, a reluctance
to accept the stories told by data. The Government Accounting Office
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(GAO)—in effect the government’s office manager—has told the
National Science Foundation (NSF) to intervene in the scholarly review
process to rationalize what the GAO sees as too messy. The Office of
Management and Budget (OMB), which has had the mandate to develop
rules for the information practices of federal agencies since the move
toward “paperwork reduction” and the downsizing of government
began in the late 1970s, told agencies in September 2001 that they may
no longer rely upon any research results unless they have demonstrated
their replicability internally. Preferably agencies should undertake that
replication themselves before making any data-based policy decisions, a
process so costly in resources and time and so difficult logistically that
the requirement is likely to completely stop the making of policy in many
areas altogether. Congress has voiced its desire that raw data should 
be interpreted “democratically,” rather than by trained scholars with
subject-specific as well as methodological expertise—a position to be dis-
tinguished from that of post-normal scientific attention to the values
served by policy decisions about science and technology. Some empirical
data that suggests reasons to question policies proposed by the White
House, such as United States Geological Service (USGS) information
regarding the impact of endangered species should drilling for oil take
place in the Arctic, is being removed from government Web sites in an
effort to keep policy-makers from using even the data that is already in
their hands. Again, similar moves are taking place in Europe.

The combined effects of these trends are two: While the government
can know more about citizens, citizens know less about the government.
And the data produced by citizen-researchers is less and less welcome as
an input into governmental decision-making processes. Empirical data
remain highly political.

Expansion of the Domain

The domain of information and communication policy itself has
expanded over time as a consequence of the increasing commodification
of forms of information and culture, growing awareness that governance
and governmentality as well as government should be the subjects of
policy analysis, and through a perceptual shift in the range of activities
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of interest. The consequence is that the range of types of research ques-
tions and methodologies pertinent to policy analysis keeps growing as
well.

Three different ways of conceptualizing the information economy have
appeared, each adding to our understanding of the subject of informa-
tion policy by focusing on a different dimension.10 The earliest, from the
1960s, identifies this as an information economy because the percentage
of informational goods and services relative to other kinds of products
is growing. In the 1970s political economists began to describe this as
an information economy because of changes in the way the economic
domain is bound, having expanded through commodification of types of
information never before commodified. And by the 1990s, network econ-
omists turned to a focus on shifts in the nature of economic processes as
an explanation for why this should be understood as an information
economy.11 Each turn of this conceptual wheel brings into view addi-
tional types of policy issues that must be addressed even by those with
a policy interest that is narrowly bound by economic concerns.

The history of communication research on policy-related issues has
tracked shifts in the locus of structural activities that have affected the
nature of the nation-state itself. Briefly stated, in the nineteenth century
the assumption was that all policy questions were those of government—
of the governments of nation-states as geopolitical entities that had 
complete domestic sovereignty and that entered into treaties with other
nation-states to govern external relations. By the second half of the twen-
tieth century, the loci of policy issues had expanded to include interna-
tional organizations with significant structural power; and by the early
1980s, Rosenau12 was able to describe relationships among the policy-
making of nation-states as those of “cascading interdependence.” As
non-state actors such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
transnational corporations (TNCs) also came to play ever-larger roles in
decision making with structural effects, it became clear that policy issues
also arose out of governance practices that are government-like but are
often carried out by non-state entities. With globalization came acknowl-
edgment that culture itself is also a site of political struggle the outcomes
of which provide a third set of structural loci;13 Foucault14 uses the term
governmentality to refer to the cultural practices out of which policies
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arise. For those doing research on policy for information, communica-
tion, and culture all three are now subjects of study, with the result that
formal policy-making processes and the policies that result from them
comprise only a portion of the terrain of communication policy needing
analysis and research.

There has been a long-standing habit of assuming that communication
policy involved First Amendment interpretation and regulation of the
mass media only. With the awareness of the transformation to an 
information society that marked the third stage of the informatization
process beginning in the 1960s,15 however, the vision began to broaden.
Just as diverse, historically distinct strands in economics dealing with
information have come together into the subfield of the economics of
information,16 so diverse strands of the law have come together 
into a comprehensive field to which the umbrella term information 
policy is coming into use. This broader domain, defined as including 
all policy dealing with information creation, processing, flows, and use,17

includes such additional policy questions as treatment of innovation,
education, language, the arts, cultural aspects of international trade, 
and the formation of a national memory (governmental records 
retention).18 Some of that policy explicitly deals with information, 
communication, and culture and may, in a borrowing from sociologist
Robert Merton, thus be described as manifest. Some, however, does so
indirectly as a by-product of policy directed at other subjects, or as a
consequence of interactions of other types of policies, and may be
described as latent.19

Theory as a Barrier

The question of whether or not a policy orientation in research impedes
or stimulates policy development is discussed in the section of the book
dealing with the relationship of policy researchers to academia. A sepa-
rate problem, however, is the way certain theoretical positions can in
themselves serve as barriers to effective use of related research by policy-
makers. Bunker,20 for example, presents the contentious suggestion that
lawyers will not attend to the analysis of social trends if those under-
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taking such work fail to remain focused on fundamental constitutional
issues.21 Communication researchers often oversimplify the complexities
of the negotiations in which policy-makers are involved22 or other vari-
ables that affect the policy process23 to such a degree that their sugges-
tions are impracticable. Issue-oriented analysis often fails because it does
not include attention to the institutions in which issues are embedded
and about which they revolve.24 It can be difficult for policy-makers to
see the relevance of ideas that are presented as abstractions,25 but failure
to consider the wider intellectual frames within which specific policy
issues are cast26 can also void analyses of utility. Because it is necessary
to translate the implications of theory into the language of politics27 if
the results of research are to be used effectively, mid-level theory is thus
particularly important in the design of policy-related research and its pre-
sentation to the public.

Increasingly nuanced understandings of the ways in which those who
receive messages actively construct meaning rather than being merely
passive receptors have decreased the confidence with which predictions
can be made about what the effects of any specific communication will
be. This growing appreciation of the complexity of communication
processes, the individuality of effects, and the multiplicity of variables
involved has led many to simply throw up their hands when faced with
the need to offer concrete policy suggestions.28 Within the larger world
of the social sciences, too, growing acknowledgment of the always-
unique circumstances in which specific social processes unfold has had
similar consequences. Theoretical pluralism has been one response, but
like the interdisciplinary work with which it is often associated such a
position vastly multiplies the intellectual problem faced by researchers.
Chaos and related theories such as complex adaptive systems theory offer
another way of thinking about the multiplicity of interactions among
systems at the same, supra-, and infra- levels of analysis and expand the
world of possible explanations to include nonlinear causal relations as
well as those that are linear.29 However, we are only beginning to master
the analytical tools necessary to apply such ideas to social systems, and
such theories explain only a small portion of what has historically
appeared to be chaotic and uninterpretable.
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The Value of Comparison

Many of the problems researchers face in effectively bringing the results
of their work to policy-makers’ attention are shared across national 
contexts. Personal issues the researcher must address to undertake the
change of role from academic to policy advocate discussed by Hawkins30

in Australian detail, for example, will be familiar to researchers every-
where. Similarly, the difficulties of translating policy ideals produced by
theory into the messiness of the operationally real faced by Finnish
broadcasters in the 1960s31 will be found in every national context.

Other problems may appear to be nationally specific but still provide
insights of value in other contexts. Indeed, looking across national
borders may make it possible to see issues that internal blinders other-
wise keep opaque. In the central planning environments of the Warsaw
Pact countries under Soviet control, most types of communication
research were actively discouraged32 until and unless there was govern-
mental purpose assigned.33 While the United States still does not do 
classical centralized planning, recent management shifts within the gov-
ernment that include Office of Management and Budget (OMB) use of
cost-benefit analysis to determine which regulatory activities are accept-
able (including those involving information collection, processing, and
access to that information) and the requirement that all agency activities
develop and follow five-year plans with clearly defined objectives mea-
surable by quantitative indicators are movements enough in the direc-
tion of central planning that they provide at least part of the explanation
for the decline in interest in research inputs into policy-making.
Jakubowicz’s34 report that the shift to market conditions in Poland in the
1990s was not enough to change long-standing habits regarding a reluc-
tance by policy-makers to consider research inputs provides additional
evidence that empirical data is not always the desideratum in environ-
ments in which the market is a key regulator.

Those in developing circumstances do face additional problems from
the need to try to shape policy discourses unaccustomed to research
inputs so that they are more welcoming,35 the relative recency of national
identity as an overweening variable in policy-making,36 and the lack of
experience with democracy itself quite aside from the desire to pursue
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certain policies within it.37 It often takes a while for formerly colonial
nations to realize they do not need to follow in the regulatory steps of
those who had ruled them and thus to undertake the research necessary
to develop approaches more appropriate to their own situations.38 Such
problems are even further exacerbated under conditions of conflict: As
Tamari39 explains, for example, the political need to emphasize the
uniqueness of Palestinians has made it next to impossible to conduct soci-
ological research that acknowledges features that society shares with
others. The relatively small size of the communication research commu-
nity in many countries means individuals may be called upon for insights
outside their realm of expertise.40 The very difficulty of gaining access to
communication theory and research done elsewhere can be crippling for
those in peripheral situations.41 These features are also found to various
degrees within North America and Western Europe as well at the sub-
national level as manifestations of internal center-periphery dependency
relations and of the impact of culture on information policy. The paucity
of expertise and access to information within marginalized communities
makes it difficult even within the United States for communities to use
communication policy for purposes of self-determination, for example,
and the emphasis upon cultural difference in places such as the southern
United States, for example, has more than once led to divergence from
national practice in communications.42

There are also success stories from around the world from which much
can be learned. Communication research has been usefully turned to 
the ends of political reform in France,43 in Latin America,44,45 and South
Africa.46 Advocacy communities in North America and Europe interested
in protecting the public interest in communications policy may find it
useful to study these examples for translation into their own circum-
stances, particularly as the self-help methodologies of South-South devel-
opment assistance mature. Attention to policy as a tool of power47 is
turning attention in this direction again.

The question of the impact of communication research on interna-
tional policy issues raises additional problems because the relationship
of the researchers to power centers is so different48 and because of the
intercultural problems involved.49 A review of these issues would be par-
ticularly valuable at this point in history because governance of the 
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Internet is increasingly moving to the global level via the Internet Cor-
poration for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) and other entities,
but is beyond the scope of this book because of the uniqueness of the
problems presented.

The Depoliticization Effect of Politics

Paradoxically, conducting research in a politicized environment can
result in a depoliticization of research in the sense that debate turns away
from policy-related questions and from policy-makers as a key audience.
One of the most devastating forces detracting from the ability of com-
munication researchers in the United States to influence policy has been
the absorption in politics internal to the field to the exclusion of those
in society at large. This has been to a large extent fueled by tensions
along the lines of preference for quantitative versus qualitative research
methodologies. As discussed before there is no necessary relationship
between a research methodology and either theoretical or ideological
position. In recent decades such a linkage has developed for sociological
reasons, intertwining such issues with the question of whether one was
for or agin’ Marxism and, if for, the version to which one pledged alle-
giance.50 The impact of Marxism and the Cold War (two related but dis-
tinct factors), academic versus social politics, and a lack of recognition
that policies and policy tools can serve political ends have all manifested
themselves in the relationship between communication research and
policy.

Early in the twentieth century communication research was driven by
moral concerns raised by the horrors of World War I, the need to incor-
porate immigrants into society, and issues raised for community survival
under the pressures of industrialization. Just as the field was seeking legit-
imacy as a “science,” however, the diffusion of Marxist ideas heightened
sensitivity to the politics of researchers and the values promoted by or
embedded within their work. Faced with the choice of becoming identi-
fied as political or as scientific and irrespective of choices made by par-
ticular individuals, the field as a whole went for the latter. In modeling
itself on the natural sciences, communication turned away from
acknowledgment of the way in which values inevitably color both how
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communication technologies are used and how they are studied. As
Dewey51 pointed out, however, this was a self-defeating move because
for the natural sciences a “fact” is what is left after the human is
removed, while the very point of the social sciences is to understand the
human.

This dynamic was renewed in the 1970s as energies were diverted
away from politics writ large (as a social matter) and towards politics
writ small (as a matter internal to academic institutions). One vivid
example: Early in the Clinton Administration a White House staffer
trained in cultural studies and with the assignment of developing a posi-
tion on cultural policy for the White House turned to the cultural studies
faculty at the University of Illinois for advice about just what that 
policy should be. The group, then under the intellectual leadership 
of Larry Grossberg and the administrative leadership of Peter Garrett,
refused to respond at all to the invitation to directly tell a sympathetic
decision-maker inside the White House what policies the U.S. govern-
ment ought to put in place on the basis of the theories they were pro-
moting—and this despite the fact that the invitation came at a time when
the topic of the Illinois group’s ongoing faculty seminar was the inter-
section between cultural studies and policy—a willingness to make 
internal political moves, but not to belly up to the public bar, even 
when invited.

The role that the Cold War played in shaping the relationship between
communication research and policy in the second half of the twentieth
century is stunningly evident. Though most current members of the Inter-
national Association of Media and Communication Research (IAMCR)52

are unaware of it, the very existence of that association—for a long time
the only genuinely international association in the field—is due to the
decision by an intergovernmental organization (the United Nations 
Education, Science, and Cultural Organization, or UNESCO) to promote
communication research as a policy tool in pursuit of the goal of bring-
ing East and West closer together. The entire field of development com-
munication, too, was motivated by Cold War concerns that led to the
belief that certain types of communication campaigns would serve polit-
ical as well as socioeconomic and cultural ends. Domestically, too, the
Cold War drove much of the research agenda, though again not always
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in ways that were visible to or understood by most of those within the
field.

The Detachment of Effects from Social Processes of Originary Concern

Beginning in the nineteenth century, research into the effects of commu-
nication was originally driven by concern about social processes and 
phenomena understood to be at least partially caused by the media. A
familiar example is the effects of the media on children, motivated by
the growth in violence among teenagers. Once launched, however, effects
studies take on lives of their own. This happens whether or not the
trigger problems are the only, or the most, important problems on the
table and whether or not answers to the research questions are known.
International news flow studies, for example, have an independent life
even though the original question of the early 1970s—whether or not
there was an imbalance in global news flow that requires redress to
achieve political and economic equity—has long been answered. In addi-
tion, news flow research results are usually quite predictable, and the 
relative importance of traditional forms of news in political decision-
making and action has declined relative to information gained from other
media such as the internet.

The reasons for this are understandable—students follow in their pro-
fessors’ research traditions, and it is easier to work with well-developed
concepts and methodologies than to struggle to develop one’s own. They
are not acceptable, however, because this detachment of effects studies
from the social issues of originary concern has two effects of its own.
First, it can stand in the way of refinement and adaptation of effects
studies to reflect changes in the social context of ostensible concern; 
violence in America in the early twenty-first century, for example, takes
different forms and many times is a response to different stimuli than in
earlier periods. As Pool53 notes, overgeneralization of effects manifested
in specific historical and cultural conjunctures as if they reflected static
and stable effects that endure across time and cultural settings is an
endemic problem affecting the utility of effects studies for policy-makers.

Even more seriously, the fixation particular effects of long-standing
research popularity inhibits the capacity to respond to new problems as
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they emerge. While behavioral violence on television remains a legitimate
research concern, for example, another kind of violence has also
appeared that will have serious political effect. The modeling of mob rule
that has become so wildly popular on Survivor-type shows in which 
individuals are excluded from communities by vote on the basis of 
personality traits or specific unpopular actions is an extremely danger-
ous intervention into society at a time when participatory democracy is
already threatened. Yet this significant problem is not as yet receiving
research attention. Issues raised by individual violence remain important,
but habituation to their presence should not blind researchers to addi-
tional social problems. The degradation of democratic process currently
being modeled on television is of at least equal contemporary concern—
perhaps greater, for should the very possibility of democratic process be
lost, it will be even more difficult to deal with individual-level violence
issues.

The Emergence of a Post-Law Society

There are a number of reasons why the contemporary environment might
be described as “post-law,” if by that one does not mean that the law
disappears but rather that its relationships with other structural forces
(e.g., computer programming) are undergoing change, as is the very rela-
tionship of law and policy to the state. Factors contributing to the shift
to a post-law society include the privatization of formerly public func-
tions, the movement of the constitutional locus from the national to 
the international level, and the transfer of decision-making power from
humans to machines.54

This does not mean that the time for policy-making, and thus for com-
munication policy research, is past. New social forms do not replace but,
rather, become layered over those that have come before.55 The legal
system of the nation-state will retain its logistical importance as a struc-
tural force and its normative importance as the only venue in which
general social concerns rather than those of special interests retain their
importance in the value hierarchy. It does mean, however, that the rela-
tionship between the legal system and the nation-state is undergoing a
change, requiring those engaged in policy analysis to reconsider the
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subject of their studies as well as methodological invention to facilitate
investigations that must cross levels of analysis and types of causal forces.

One of the effects of this transformation is that very often the most
important decision making is the least democratic of all. The details of
legal deals resolved by contract or in the course of private arbitration—
the type of law that increasingly is the only law applicable to informa-
tion sector arrangements among major corporations56—are not a matter
of public record, nor is there any opportunity to provide public input 
or the results of communication research. When structural decisions are
made via computer programming or hardware design they are also
unavailable for any form of democratic input, despite the fact that those
with technical skills making such decisions have no training in how to
think about the social impact of what they do. Popular concern about
this lack of access to social decision making that has moved to techni-
cal venues is in turn one of the reasons that there is a move toward what
is called post-normal science that emphasizes the risks of science and
therefore its political nature.57

This situation presents a threefold challenge to the communication
researcher interested in policy-related questions:

1. There is a need to understand how structural decisions are actually
being made irrespective of formal descriptions from legacy law. Lessig’s58

work provides an example of this.

2. Points of entry for policy analysis under conditions in which the most
important structural decisions are not necessarily made by legal systems
or by entities identifiable in traditional geopolitical terms must be iden-
tified. Political activists struggling with the World Trade Organization
(WTO) and globalization processes provide examples of efforts to strug-
gle with this problem though types of intervention that will actually suc-
cessfully influence policy (other than the geographic locations in which
decisions are made and the amount that must be spent on security for
decision makers) have not yet been developed.

3. There is a need for those concerned about the social impact of infor-
mation technologies to learn more about the technologies themselves so
that they can enter conversations in the venues in which many of the
most important decisions are being made. Robin Mansell59 has provided
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a role model for social scientists interested in communications policy
issues by adding an engineering degree to her training in economics,
political economy, and social theory and sitting at the table with 
engineers.

Discussion

While individual items in the literature on the relationship between com-
munication research and policy report on specific cases of interactions,
across the literature it is possible to see the relationship as a key element
in the sociology of knowledge and in the evolution of the nature of the
nation-state. There is an odd contradiction in the fact that precisely at
the moment when the notion that “knowledge is power” has become so
widely voiced that it is cliché, there are efforts from both sides—policy-
makers as well as academics—to distance researchers from participation
in policy-making processes. The institutional consequences of this are
familiar—academic departments torn by schisms, a diversion of policy
energies into art, and the sketchiest of contacts between the policy and
research communities, often ephemeral. The cure, as is discussed
throughout this book, is harder to locate than the problem. It includes
but goes beyond institutional adaptations to the design of research
agendas, reconsiderations of personal stance, sustained attention to inter-
actions between theory and the gathering of empirical data, and the use
of genre as a political tool.
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2
Policy as a Research Context

Sandra Braman
2002

As with every other social practice, the context within which research
takes place or towards which the results are directed provide both
demands and limits. Policy was defined as a research context for com-
munications even before the field per se existed. Articulations of the
policy need for communication research have gone through several iter-
ations in response to changing technological and political conditions.
The policy context generates political issues that affect the logistics of
how research results are acquired, perceived, and used. At the analytical
stage, it must be remembered that data alone cannot provide solutions
to normative problems nor determine which among available responses
to policy questions would be best under specific circumstances.

The Need: Communication Research as an Input into Policy

In addition to serving as a resource for policy-making on matters dealing
with the communication system, the value of communication research to
understanding the communicative aspects of governmental decision
making has been recognized since at least the late nineteenth century.
This need has been articulated in iterations that reflect changes in tech-
nologies as well as in the political environment. The two types of research
questions—involving the communicative aspects of decision making and
the policy issues that arise in the effort to operationalize constitutional
communication policy principles—were articulated at the point of the
birth of the bureaucratic welfare state in the late nineteenth century. After
World War II, the government took a more instrumental interest in com-
munication that went beyond its constitutional role to pursue other ways



in which it could serve governmental ends as explored via an expanded
“policy science.” Once the potential of networked computing began to
be widely realized, a sense of the functions of communications as part
of a governmental “brain” and of the nation-state as an informational
organism led to additional types of policy research questions. Another
iteration is needed to define a research agenda adequate for a situation
in which much policy-making is the result of networks that bring
together private- and public-sector decision-makers, the most important
structural decision-making often occurs in arenas other than the formal
processes of government, and the management of government itself has
become de facto information policy.

Communication and the Birth of the Bureaucratic Welfare State
The study of public administration began in Europe in the eighteenth
century but it was not until the late nineteenth century that it became a
topic of discussion in the United States. Woodrow Wilson included what
would today be called communication research in his original argument
for policy studies that was introduced in 1887,1 elaborated upon in a
series of lectures at Johns Hopkins University in the 1890s, and experi-
mented with over the course of his presidency.2 The modes of thinking
and practice launched by Wilson set much of the pattern in the United
States for communication research devoted to or flowing from policy
matters up until the Second World War.

Writing just as the nation-state in Europe and North America was
developing its bureaucratic welfare form3 and as the practices of profes-
sional administration first began to appear in both the public and private
sectors,4 Wilson argued for systematic study of policy-making for several
reasons: Since the constitutional question of how to shape decision-
making processes had been addressed, the next step for political theory
was to turn to more detailed issues. The development of the bureaucratic
form of the nation-state raised new types of regulatory problems, with
the telegraph and postal systems serving as premiere examples. And
while there was already a European tradition of the study of public
administration, the problem must be taken up anew in the United States
because the nature of the system was so different. Wilson outlined three
roles for communication research in the world of policy-making: Polls
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of public opinion enable citizens to play the important function of cri-
tiquing government; data about social processes and phenomena could
serve as informational bases for policy-making; and the study of com-
munications among policy-makers should make it possible to improve
decision-making processes. Enriching the education of policy-makers, he
believed, was important so that they could take better advantage of the
information with which they were presented.

Wilson experimented with these ideas during his presidency. He 
institutionalized the use of press conferences—despite his distaste for
news—in pursuit of open government, and for the same reason called
for “open covenants openly arrived at” during treaty negotiations at 
the close of World War I (it did not happen).5 During the war, Wilson
inaugurated the use of information policy in the service of foreign rela-
tions with his Committee for Public Information. Though that commit-
tee was headed by George Creel and included the U.S. secretaries of 
war, navy, and state, Wilson remained involved in a detailed way, 
reviewing proposals for operations and revising galley proofs of propa-
ganda pamphlets prior to distribution.6 It was also under Wilson 
that the War Department established the psychological warfare 
operations that became so important as a funding source for the new
field of communication research as it developed after the war. He brought
scholars to Washington to develop content for propaganda campaigns
and ultimately distributed over 75 million pieces of printed material,
most of it written by academics. (Even before the war many scholars had 
supported the notion of using propaganda in support of foreign 
policy, with intellectuals such as John Dewey, Thorstein Veblen, and
Charles A. Beard among those volunteering to be “information special-
ists.”) Following the war, Wilson further influenced information 
policy by promoting the international free flow of information so 
aggressively that Blanchard7 called it “exporting the First Amendment.”
Doing so served both political and economic ends: While the concept 
of free flow provided a democratic mask for the United States as it 
ended its period of isolationism and entered world affairs, the 
notion also served to cut a path for activities of U.S.-based media 
and telecommunication corporations as they began to expand interna-
tionally. Domestically, Wilson began the process of centralization of 
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government information8 and upgrading the government’s statistical
capacity.9

Wilson’s legacy contoured the ways in which research and information
policy were to be intertwined for several decades. It was during his 
tenure that many universities established the centers for war propaganda
that turned into the communication departments that launched the 
field, including those at the University of Illinois, the University of 
North Carolina, and the University of Chicago.10 The practice of heavy
government funding—not always made public—for learning how to
communicate persuasively to domestic and foreign populations in 
pursuit of government goals was established. Meanwhile the habit of
developing new communication policies for broadcasting and telecom-
munications without the input of researchers was also put into place,
creating a situation in which it was later deemed acceptable for Presi-
dent Hoover to rely upon experts for input in many other areas of policy-
making, but not to do so when it came to the Communications Act of
1934 and the formation of the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC).11

Communication and the Expansion of Policy Science after World War II
The period following World War II saw an upsurge of interest in “policy
science,” driven by wartime experience in the management of complex
and multifaceted enterprises, a moment of optimism by the war’s victors
that difficult problems could be solved, and the pragmatic needs associ-
ated with policy ambitions motivated positively by the desire to build a
coherent global economy and negatively by the Cold War. Additional
university departments and graduate programs were put into place and
foundation support for communication research that had begun before
the war expanded significantly.12 The RAND Corporation, which today
contributes to analyses of information warfare and the political effects
of the Internet, became the first in what has now become a multitude of
think tanks that provide another venue within which communication
policy research takes place.13 Several individuals claimed by the field of
communication played important roles in the policy world during this
period, including notably Paul Lazarsfeld, Daniel Lerner, and Harold
Lasswell.
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Lasswell earned the title of the “founder” of policy science with his
1951 definition of the subject as “the disciplines concerned with explain-
ing the policy-making and policy-executing process, and with locating
data and providing interpretations which are relevant to the policy prob-
lems of a given period.”14 Lasswell saw research as a way of maximiz-
ing the use of national resources, and of lengthening the gaze of often
shortsighted policy-makers.15 Like Wilson, he believed public opinion
was a critical input into policy-making, and that the study of communi-
cations among decision makers was critical to understanding the nature
of decision-making processes.16 He added one more role for communi-
cation researchers that is of particular importance in the twenty-first
century—expanding the range of possibilities contemplated by policy-
makers.17 Undertaking these responsibilities would serve the individuals
involved as well as society in general, he argued, because doing so would
enhance their professional status.

Lasswell was quite specific about the ways in which communication
research can be useful at each stage of the policy-making process: (1) In
the intelligence phase, public opinion research should be at the center of
efforts to develop alternative policy concepts and tools. (2) During the
promotional phase, communication research would be valuable in the dis-
semination of information. (3) Policy-makers seek relatively little help
from researchers during the prescriptive phase, when they are crystalliz-
ing the norms that will be applied to a given situation. (4) There is also
relatively little reliance upon research during the invoking phase, when a
program is operationalized for a concrete situation, but Lasswell believed
social science research could play a much larger role here. (5) Social
science data is needed again during the application stage as administra-
tors seek details about empirical circumstances with which they must deal.
(6) Research may play a role in bringing about the termination phase. (7)
The appraisal phase is heavily dependent upon social science research.18

Contemporary researchers would expand on this by noting the value of
the study of decision making during the prescriptive phase and the study
of organizational communication during the invoking phase, and by
adding the use of informational practices as policy tools in themselves.19

Lasswell was aware of the problems social scientists face in effectively
influencing policy-making, including conflicts within society and within
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individuals over values.20 There are conceptual confusions regarding the
difference between specific historical events and general trends. “Index
instability” is the lack of operational indexes that enable analytical terms
to clearly refer to identifiable and stable referents, sometimes resulting
from the failure of researchers to fully develop their concepts, and some-
times from the qualitative nature of concepts for which quantitative indi-
cators are desired. And there are political issues—once researchers turn
their work to the service of power (or it is turned for them), they in turn
become political targets themselves. In response to these problems, 
Lasswell’s mandates to those doing communication research included
focusing on contemporary social issues, using interdisciplinary ap-
proaches, treating policy-makers themselves as subjects of research and
sources of information, studying decision-making processes themselves,
creating new institutional forms to bring academics and policy-makers
together, and using models to communicate research results to policy-
makers.21 The model of the communication process that dominated for
decades—Who says what in which channel to whom with what effect?—
was developed to provide a structure for communication research devoted
to policy ends.22

The communications research that received by far the greatest amount
of research funding after World War II was the development of com-
puting hardware, software, and networking technologies in projects
remarkable for their consistent lack of input from the social sciences. Of
subjects typically included in histories of the field of communication, the
topic that received the most government funding for research was media
campaigns for the purpose of diffusion of innovations. While work on
persuasion after World War I focused on responding to an enemy, fol-
lowing World War II the emphasis was on educating populations in the
developing world about agricultural and medical matters in the hopes of
promoting the U.S.-style democracy with which these innovations were
associated.

Communication and Policy in the Information Society
Early theorists of the information society outlined research agendas that
often had direct policy implications. Machlup,23 for example, attempted
an exhaustive economic analysis of a dozen information industries,
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beginning with education (only five were complete by the time of his
death). In the early 1980s Pool24 examined the constitutional implica-
tions of the convergence of technologies that are the crux of the most
important policy debates today. Numerous authors in the famous 1983
“ferment of the field” issue of Journal of Communication, at the time
clearly the central journal of the field, used their space to talk about
adapting existing research agendas to incorporate or respond to new
technologies. Porat,25 whose SIC code-based definition of the informa-
tion economy was taken up by the U.S. Department of Commerce and
subsequently by the rest of the world, also pointed out that the shift to
an information economy meant those studying communication policy
had to expand their purview to include attention to industries and activ-
ities relations previously not defined within the domain.

The research agenda put forward by Donald Lamberton26 stands out
as an exemplar because of the role he has played in bringing together
disparate strands of work on informational issues within economics 
into the subfield of the economics of information.27 Focusing on one
among the functions of communication research noted by Wilson and 
Lasswell—that of providing informational inputs to decision makers—
Lamberton’s perspective is also valuable for its relatively grounded arti-
culation of a vision that holds great power today. In its most extreme
form, the notion of a “national information policy” appears as a “world
brain”28 or “artificial social intelligence”29 that is science fiction–like in
its utopian versions—and dystopian for those who fear the negative
impacts on the quality of decision making that results from undue speed
first noted with the telegraph.30 What Lamberton more realistically sug-
gests is in essence a management information system for the government
that simply makes the statistical and data collection practices associated
with the nation-state from its beginnings more comprehensive and sys-
tematic. Computerization began to draw attention to this possibility,31

the advent of parallel processing renewed interest,32 and it is of focal
concern in the Homeland Security environment of the early twenty-first
century.

Other elements of a research agenda stimulated by the development
of the information society include attention to organizational questions
such as the nature of computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW), the
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effects of what has come to be known as the “digital divide,” and a trans-
fer of some of the familiar types of effects studies from television to the
Net. The problem of government research funds going to the making of
technologies but not to understanding the ways in which they are used
and their effects remains. Even when large-scale projects have included
the study of social aspects in their proposals, once funding is received
social scientists have tended to be pushed aside in favor of devoting all
resources to engineering and software development.33

Communication Research for the Informational State
The role of communication research in policy-making of course changes
with evolution of the nature of the state. Discussion of the role of com-
munication research and policy began with the late nineteenth century
emergence of the bureaucratic state. In the 1970s, commentators began
to note that this form of the state had begun to wane, to be replaced by
the early twenty-first century with the informational state.34 This type of
political organization is characterized by its information intensity and by
its use of informational power; that is, the exercise of power through
control over the informational bases of the material tools and weapons,
the rules and institutions, and the symbols and discourse through which
other forms of power are manifested. Decision-making in the infor-
mational state is characterized—as is the information economy—by
network forms that link multiple types of entities in ways that blur insti-
tutional boundaries.35

There are implications of this change not only for the communication
policy research agenda, but also for relationships between communica-
tion researchers and policy-makers. The privatization of many public
sector activities, the growing importance of policy networks that include
members of both the private and public sectors, and the importance of
nongovernmental forms of structural decision-making such as those that
take place in technical standard-setting discussions and in the very design
of the information infrastructure and the computer code that runs it all
point to the need to build relationships with private decision-makers as
well as public. While historically the term “policy” was reserved for
public sector decision-making and the term “strategy” for private, today
that distinction no longer holds. These modes of decision-making will be
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even more difficult to access with the results of social science research,
however, for they are not democratic in nature. A few of the decision-
making venues, such as those for standard-setting, are still formal, but
many of the arenas in which these types of policies are being made are
informal and thus are problematic from the outside to even identify, let
alone enter.

The increasing information-intensity of government raises another
parallel between governance and economics. For economists, “primary,”
or “final” products are those goods and services that are available to
consumers in commodity form; books, films, and software for personal
computers are final goods in the information sector. “Secondary” pro-
ducts, on the other hand, are those goods and services that are used in
the course of the production of final goods; statistical data and computer
programs that run production equipment are examples from the infor-
mation sector. The distinction has been important in economics because
efforts to evaluate the proportion of the economy that is informational
began by identifying only those industries that produced final informa-
tional products; only recently has the field begun to grapple with the
need to include secondary informational goods and services as well. As
society becomes increasingly information-intensive, the relative propor-
tion of economic activity devoted to informational secondary goods is
growing, though few are aware of the software embedded in many every-
day objects such as refrigerators and automobiles.

The same distinction is important to identifying sites of information
policy-making within government. Historically, analytical attention has
been devoted to what can be described as “final” communication poli-
cies—those that are available for public “consumption” in the form of
laws, regulations, and court decisions. The increasing information-
intensity of government combined with the growing tendency to manage
government according to principles used in management of profit-
oriented corporations, however, has made what can be described as “sec-
ondary” communication policies increasingly important as the frame
within which primary, or final, communication policies take their effect.
These secondary information and communication policies are inputs
into—and structural constraints upon—final policies and the way in
which they are implemented.
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These secondary communication policies can sometimes have pro-
found effect. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) provides a
dramatic case, for the requirement that all federal agencies comply with
its mandates regarding the cost-effectiveness of all information collec-
tion, processing, and access provides that agency with the opportunity
to rewrite the informational elements of all other federal agencies. Should
the OMB, for example, decide that it is not cost-effective to collect infor-
mation on the health and educational circumstances of the children of
migrant farm workers, that information will not be collected, with the
policy effect of erasing that population from the view of policy-makers
altogether. Once such a decision has been made, the “communication
policy” issue of the access to government information mandated by the
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) becomes moot. The contracting out
of a variety of information-related services from the government to the
private sector36 similarly transforms the criteria by which fundamental
communication policy issues are made. The domain of secondary infor-
mation and communication policy has not historically been within the
purview of other than communication researchers with very specialized
tastes. A redefinition of the policy domain to include these matters,
however, points to an additional broadening of the problem necessary
for those communication researchers who hope that their work will have
some influence on policy decisions.

The Politics: Policy Uses of Communication Research

Whatever it is that communication researchers would like to see happen
to their work once it comes onto the policy screen, politicians will use
research processes and results to serve their own ends. Political dynam-
ics can enter into the research process at multiple points: determining
where funding will go, designing the ways in which research is incorpo-
rated into decision-making processes, and in interpretation of the results.

The general population has become keenly aware of the politics of
policy use of research as part of the growing awareness that technolo-
gical change often increases risk rather than improving conditions. The
question was first raised during the Vietnam War when the devotion of
some university-based researchers to military ends was questioned. More
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recently, environmental problems exacerbated by fears of the effects of
the genetically modified organisms produced by biotechnology have
made arguments for post-normal science a matter of public debate. The
impacts of policies put into place on the basis of scientific research are
often difficult to assess because of the complexity of the systems into
which they are introduced, the length of the causal chains involved, and
the imperceptibility of effects when those causal chains extend over long
periods of time or across the perceptual borders of the statistical mech-
anisms of nation-states.37 As a consequence, nonscientists increasingly
argue that the uncertainty and provisionality of scientific claims severely
weakens their credibility and leads to the conclusion that any choice by
policy-makers to rely upon a particular set of research results must be
due to political choices and value orientations rather than the eviden-
tiary value of the data. Some suggest that under such conditions inter-
pretation of research data and decisions about how it should be used
should be a democratic matter rather than being reserved for experts,
while others use this problem as an opportunity to reject research alto-
gether in favor of a return to decision-making based exclusively on reli-
gious thought.

Dysfunctional effects of the use of new information technologies,
including the loss in productivity many organizations experience when
they take up innovations, the deskilling experienced by both adults and
children, and exacerbation of socioeconomic, cultural, linguistic, and
geographic class lines as a result of differential access have the potential
of bringing post-normal science debates into the communication policy
conversation but have not yet done so other than in occasional refer-
ences to what is popularly referred to as the “digital divide” and concern
about protecting children from Net-enabled forms of abuse. The politics
of the use of research results by policy-makers and the ways in which
attention to research can be designed into policy-making processes to
serve political ends, however, have received some attention.

The Politics of Policy Use of Research Results
While within academia disagreements regarding research questions,
methodologies, and interpretation of research results are considered
healthy evidence of lively and appropriate intellectual debate, policy-
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makers often take the same phenomena as proof that social scientists
really do not know anything at all. Unwelcome results may be ridiculed,
the replicability of results questioned, and counterstudies commissioned.
If access to documents not publicly available was a part of the research
process, the response to unwelcome findings may be a refusal to allow
results to be published. If research that is conducted by entities within
government produces results that are politically unwelcome, the agen-
cies responsible may lose their funding altogether.38 In the first years of
the twenty-first century, conflicts over environmental policy have led to
accusations that even Cabinet-level officials will actually ignore or com-
pletely misrepresent the results of research in order to serve White House
policy goals; government employees who have posted research findings
that run counter to the Bush Administration’s interests have lost their
jobs and found their Web sites shut down.

The most detailed study of these politics as applied to communication
research has been offered by Rowland,39 who examined the policy
response to disagreements among researchers studying the effects of TV
violence in depth. He reports that research undertaken by parents and
scholars tended to find negative effects of TV violence on children, while
research funded by media corporations tended to find positive effects.
Looking at this, congressional leaders fearful of offending the media out
of concern over the nature of coverage during election campaigns took
the position that it was as a result impossible to know what the effects
were and therefore chose to do next to nothing at all. Rowland also
points out that the nature and extent of political uses of communication
research are completely beyond the control of the researchers themselves.
On this others agree; irrespective of a researcher’s purpose, all results
will be used by policy-makers for their own purposes, and in their own
ways.40

The Politics of the Policy Process
Research can be a political tool in the course of policy-making processes
when it is used to:

• slow down or delay decision making altogether,
• legitimate a decision already made, or
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• provide a surrogate for public opinion or consent regarding a contested
issue.

An early twenty-first-century example of this problem of great concern
is the use of public opinion survey results that illustrate the continuing
diffusion of access to the Internet to justify abandonment of policies
designed to support experimentation with new information technologies
for purposes of community development and other efforts to erase what
is popularly referred to as the “digital divide.” (Such diffusion does not
provide the argument needed for this policy shift because there are 
multiple points along the diffusion curve during which policy inputs are
valuable or even necessary in accordance with certain policy goals.)
Awareness of this problem, however, has been expressed only anecdo-
tally; there is as yet no research that details such misuses and abuses of
the work of communication researchers.

Zillmann’s41 description of the problems that arose during policy-
making on pornography thus stands out as an exemplar of the utility of
analysis of the very incorporation of research into the policy process
itself. Though original research and syntheses of existing work were 
commissioned by a group with responsibility for generating recommen-
dations for policy responses to pornography, the results of the commis-
sioned work did not reach policy-makers until after a decision had been
made. In addition, many critiqued the research panels as having been
comprised on political rather than intellectual grounds. The fact that
researchers did not agree in their findings made it easier for politicians
to dismiss results with implications they did not like. On the basis of this
experience, Zillmann offers the useful, if not always practicable, sug-
gestion that identifying policy problems, evaluating research, and making
policy recommendations should be separated out as functions to be
handled by different committees rather than being comingled in the tasks
assigned to one.

The Ideas: Policy-Makers and Scholarship

The attempt to relate the results of communication research to policy
adds a series of intellectual problems as well. The need to translate 
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theories and research results into lay terms is not only a genre issue, for
to do successful translation the researcher must also have a clear con-
ceptual grasp of the landscapes of both popular and policy-making 
discourses. Policy discourse is defined by Rein and Schon as “the inter-
actions of individuals, interest groups, social movements, and institutions
through which problematic situations are converted to policy problems,
agendas are set, decisions are made, and actions are taken.”42 Its analy-
sis is growing in popularity: There are theories of policy networks as dis-
course coalitions,43 arguments for improving planning processes by
treating them as discursive environments,44 and the suggestion that the
real impact of research results on policy-making is discourse structura-
tion.45 Despite all this talk, however, there is a disjuncture between analy-
sis of policy discourse by scholars and the use of what is learned from
such analyses in the design of presentation of research results to policy-
makers or in advocacy work.

Contributing to the education of policy-makers so that they can better
appreciate and use the results of social science research demands that
those in communication learn to link their work to the disciplines in
which policy-makers are trained, largely political science, the law, and
economics. To be effective communication researchers entering the world
of public decision making must also have a clear sense of policy-making
processes in themselves.46 Meanwhile the demands of rigorous research
remain in place—just as bad cases make bad law, so bad research makes
bad policy.

Translating Ideas into Policy
Academic researchers thinking about policy matters live in a world very
different from the one in which policy operates. There can be many a
slip between the abstractions of academia and the realities of daily polit-
ical life. Even when evaluations of the effects of communication policies
are undertaken, they rarely explore the paths by which effects reported
had derived from specific policies.

Hujanen47 thus provides a rare detailed case study of the difficulties
faced during efforts to translate theoretically based policies into opera-
tionally messy practice by Finnish broadcasters in the 1960s. This work
provides a model of the kind of analysis that might be done because it
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is multidimensional, examining conceptual, political, financial, and logis-
tical factors that led to the failure of what was considered at the time to
be a radical experiment in broadcasting—an effort to reverse what was
perceived as an audience that was increasingly alienated from politics by
providing more information. When Hujanen looked back in the 1990s,
there were additional lessons to be learned from this experiment about
the dangers of paternalistic policy-making, treatment of the audience as
passive rather than active, and the need to consider form as well as
content in media regulation.

Many communication researchers fail in efforts to influence policy
because they do not understand that policy-making is informal as well
as formal and that the questions are different at various stages of the
policy process. Researchers often do not appropriately match the level
of abstraction of their results with the level of activity towards which
those arguments are directed—regulators concerned about regulation 
of telecommunications pricing simply are not thinking in terms of the
Kantian categorical imperative. The structures of the law itself, too, can
provide barriers to the translation of theories into policy principles, as
does the medium-driven orientation of legacy communication law and
regulation.

Finally, researchers may step on their own feet by mixing normative
with objective claims in the presentation of their work. In the years
leading up to Zillman’s engagement with the policy world discussed
before, he and his coauthor Jennings Bryant took part in an extended
dispute with critics of their work made public in a series of articles in
the Journal of Communication marked by its vituperative nature.
Ritchie’s48 rhetorical analysis of this debate suggests it was launched by
the replacement of factual with moral claims and by open advocacy of
specific policy positions in the original Zillmann and Bryant49 piece.
Ritchie uses the debate as a case study to illustrate his larger point that
the value of social science research publications—to policy-makers as
well as scholars—would be increased if there were more attention to their
rhetorical nature. In the debate over pornography research, he argues,
the implicit taboo against discussion of rhetorical choices in social
science literature made it difficult to clarify rhetorical and methodolog-
ical issues in either critiques or the responses to them.
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Translating Ideas into Policy-related Research
Often the hard part is figuring out just what research might be useful.
Telecommunications service providers regularly measure “quality of
service” by looking at a standard set of indicators, but Mueller and 
Schement50 found that completely different kinds of questions needed 
to be asked to understand the social processes and concerns behind 
the usage behaviors observed. Some problems derive from the need to
respond to criteria put into place by the policy audience itself. There is
the frustration that has been voiced since the earliest periods of experi-
mentation with the systematic analysis of social processes51 that the most
important matters, such as the nature of democracy and the quality of
life, are next to impossible to capture in the form of the quantitative indi-
cators most familiar to policy-makers and most easy for them to use.
Provision of the information demanded by the government may be 
dysfunctional for an organization because it requires maintaining two
distinct information collection and reporting systems to also acquire 
the data needed internally.52 Some agencies, such as the Federal 
Communications Commission, drastically reduce the pool of researchers
from whom it can commission input by demanding scholars undertake
the laborious and costly steps required to become designated federal 
contractors.

The use of communication research in the courtroom, where the
problem is meeting evidentiary standards, provides a complex example
that reveals a variety of the kinds of problems that can be faced in trying
to translate academic ideas into policy-relevant research. It is not often
that courts rely explicitly on social science research in cases involving
communications.53 When entertainer Wayne Newton used public opinion
research to demonstrate damage to his reputation during a libel suit, he
was able to persuade the jury but not the judge.54 Often, pertinent
research is not taken up by courts at all.55 Though the judicial system
has been the element of the American political system most open to insti-
tutional reform and explicitly welcomes the input of experts, those in
communications have lagged far behind those in other social sciences in
exploring questions the answers to which would be of use in the court-
room.56 The questions of how various types of arguments and means 
of presenting evidence affect juries and of the impact of cameras in the
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courtroom did start receiving attention in the 1970s, but the courtroom
itself was quickly declared off-limits to researchers.57 Today, however,
there appears to be an upsurge of work on issues of interest to the judi-
ciary.58 The courtroom has become one of the primary means available
to attempt to affect the extreme communication policies put in place as
part of the Homeland Security package, so this is one venue in which
empirical research results can have great political value. Survey evidence
suggests that a combination of qualitative and quantitative research is
likely to be the most successful in the courtroom.59

Criticisms of the use of social science research as courtroom evidence
include its contribution to the transformation of the role of the jury from
primary to secondary determiners of fact60 and the possibility that vari-
ations in the ability of judges to evaluate social science evidence can lead
to inequities in the resolution of cases from court to court.61 Inevitably,
the use of data in the courtroom reflects the relative authority of social
science relative to other types of knowledge62 as well as the tension
between objectivity and advocacy.63 Since journalists can, under certain
conditions, protect their sources and/or information obtained under the
umbrella of confidentiality from revelation in the courtroom, some social
scientists also try to claim confidentiality for their research data in this
context.64 The law and society movement, launched in the early 1960s
under instigation by a number of foundations, was an effort both to turn
scholarly attention to the social effects of legal decision making and to
the kinds of research that might be taken into account by courts and leg-
islators as law is made.65

The bad news is that even poor research can have a lot of impact. The
good news is that if higher quality research becomes available courts
prefer it, as Paul, Linz, and Shafer66 demonstrate in their analysis of the
use of social science research by courts seeking to determine whether or
not adult businesses have a negative impact on their geographic sur-
rounds. These scholars model some of the ways communication
researchers can have an impact on policy-making by going beyond schol-
arly journal publication, for they submit amicus curiae briefs (one was
cited by the Supreme Court), and conduct research for communities
seeking to determine the effects of adult businesses on specific neigh-
borhoods in the course of development of municipal zoning laws.
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Discussion

There is widespread recognition that our understanding of the effects of
the use of new information technologies lags behind development of the
technologies themselves, but it is less widely acknowledged that this
delay has been a matter of deliberate design. The result of such decisions
is that it is very difficult for researchers to get the fundamental support
needed to undertake the kinds of research desperately needed by policy-
makers. This, too, presents a contradiction in the approach of policy-
makers to digital technologies, for a situation has been created in which
they must respond to policy problems raised by innovation but have crip-
pled themselves regarding the intellectual tools they need to fulfill that
responsibility.

The political uses of communication policy research results and the
ways in which attention to those results is incorporated into decision-
making processes has not received enough research attention in itself.
Too often, academics involved in policy work appear Candide-like in the
earnestness with which they believe that simply presenting data will be
all it takes to make something happen, and in the confidence they have
that what happens as a result will be in accordance with their own policy
preferences. This situation might be improved if those who design argu-
ments for alternative policies learned from their colleagues who conduct
analysis of the policy and public discourses around issues of concern.

Among the phases of policy-making identified by Lasswell, most com-
munication research efforts have been directed at the prescriptive phase,
precisely where they are least likely to be of use. Evaluation of the effects
of policies once implemented is invaluable in determining which to keep,
which to let go, and what types of adaptations may be necessary but
communication researchers almost never take part in such evaluations,
abandoning the field to reliance upon cost-benefit analysis as taught in
schools of policy and public administration. The fact that rigorously con-
ducting such evaluations is difficult methodologically should be taken as
an important challenge, not a reason to avoid the subject.

Developing alternative policy approaches and tools during what 
Lasswell described as “the intelligence phase” may be the most impor-
tant function communication researchers can fill in today’s environment,
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given the fundamental nature of change in the subject of communication
law and regulation. The need for such thinking has been expressed by
policy-makers throughout government; in the United States, beginning
in the 1970s, explicit admission of the inability to understand new
information technologies and their social effects were an important
factor in the argument for deregulation. The scholarship and contem-
plation required to reconceptualize the policy environment are simply
not possible for working policy-makers who must deal simultaneously
with a multitude of issues, all on an immediate basis—but they are the
daily practices and life commitment of those in academia. The partici-
pation of researchers in the contemporary movement for an information
commons—whether or not the ideal is practicable in all of its details—
is an example of an effort to fulfill such a role.
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3
The Study of Public Administration

Woodrow Wilson
1887

I suppose that no practical science is ever studied where there is no need
to know it. The very fact, therefore, that the eminently practical science
of administration is finding its way into college courses in this country
would prove that this country needs to know more about administra-
tion, were such proof of the fact required to make out a case. It need
not be said, however, that we do not look into college programmes for
proof of this fact. It is a thing almost taken for granted among us, that
the present movement called civil service reform must, after the accom-
plishment of its first purpose, expand into efforts to improve, not the
personnel only, but also the organization and methods of our govern-
ment offices: because it is plain that their organization and methods need
improvement only less than their personnel. It is the object of adminis-
trative study to discover, first, what government can properly and suc-
cessfully do, and secondly, how it can do these proper things with the
utmost possible efficiency and at the least possible cost either of money
or of energy. On both these points there is obviously much need of light
among us; and only careful study can supply that light.

Before entering on that study, however, it is needful:

1. To take some account of what others have done in the same line; that
is to say, of the history of the study. 

2. To ascertain just what is its subject matter.

3. To determine just what are the best methods by which to develop it,
and the most clarifying political conceptions to carry with us into it.

Unless we know and settle these things, we shall set out without chart
or compass.



I

The science of administration is the latest fruit of that study of the science
of politics which was begun some twenty-two hundred years ago. It is a
birth of our own century, almost of our own generation. 

Why was it so late in coming? Why did it wait till this too busy century
of ours to demand attention for itself? Administration is the most
obvious part of government; it is government in action; it is the execu-
tive, the operative, the most visible side of government, and is of course
as old as government itself. It is government in action, and one might
very naturally expect to find that government in action had arrested the
attention and provoked the scrutiny of writers of politics very early in
the history of systematic thought.

But such was not the case. No one wrote systematically of adminis-
tration as a branch of the science of government until the present century
had passed its first youth and had begun to put forth its characteristic
flower of systematic knowledge. Up to our own day all the political
writers whom we now read had thought, argued, dogmatized only 
about the constitution of government; about the nature of the state, the
essence and seat of sovereignty, popular power and kingly prerogative;
about the greatest meanings lying at the heart of government, and 
the high ends set before the purpose of government by man’s nature 
and man’s aims. The central field of controversy was that great field of
theory in which monarchy rode tilt against democracy, in which oli-
garchy would have built for itself strongholds of privilege, and in which
tyranny sought opportunity to make good its claim to receive submis-
sion from all competitors. Amidst this high warfare of principles, admin-
istration could command no pause for its own consideration. The
question was always: Who shall make law, and what shall that law be?
The other question, how law should be administered with enlightenment,
with equity, with speed, and without friction, was put aside as “practi-
cal detail” which clerks could arrange after doctors had agreed upon
principles.

That political philosophy took this direction was of course no acci-
dent, no chance preference of perverse whim of political philosophers.
The philosophy of any time is, as Hegel says, “nothing but the spirit of
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that time expressed in abstract thought”; and political philosophy, like
philosophy of every other kind, had only held up the mirror to contem-
porary affairs. The trouble in early times was almost altogether about
the constitution of government; and consequently that was what
engrossed men’s thoughts. There was little or no trouble about admin-
istration—at least little that was heeded by administrators. The functions
of government were simple, because life itself was simple. Government
went about imperatively and compelled men, without thought of con-
sulting their wishes. There was no complex system of public revenues
and public debts to puzzle financiers; there were, consequently, no
financiers to be puzzled. No one who possessed power was long at a loss
how to use it. The great and only question was: Who shall possess it?
Populations were of manageable numbers; property was of simple sorts.
There were plenty of farms, but no stocks and bonds: more cattle than
vested interests. 

I have said that all this was true of “early times”; but it was substan-
tially true also of comparatively late times. One does not have to look
back of the last century for the beginnings of the present complexities of
trade and perplexities of commercial speculation, nor for the portentous
birth of national debts. Good Queen Bess, doubtless, thought that the
monopolies of the sixteenth century were hard enough to handle without
burning her hands; but they are not remembered in the presence of the
giant monopolies of the nineteenth century. When Blackstone lamented
that corporations had no bodies to be kicked and no souls to be damned,
he was anticipating the proper time for such regrets by full a century.
The perennial discords between master and workmen which now so
often disturb industrial society began before the Black Death and the
Statute of Laborers; but never before our own day did they assume such
ominous proportions as they wear now. In brief, if difficulties of gov-
ernmental action are to be seen gathering in other centuries, they are to
be seen culminating in our own.

This is the reason why administrative tasks have nowadays to be so
studiously and systematically adjusted to carefully tested standards of
policy, the reason why we are having now what we never had before, a
science of administration. The weightier debates of constitutional prin-
ciple are even yet by no means concluded; but they are no longer of more
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immediate practical moment than questions of administration. It is
getting to be harder to run a constitution than to frame one.

Here is Mr. Bagehot’s graphic, whimsical way of depicting the differ-
ence between the old and the new in administration:

“In early times, when a despot wishes to govern a distant province, he
sends down a satrap on a grand horse, and other people on little horses;
and very little is heard of the satrap again unless he sends back some of
the little people to tell what he has been doing. No great labour of super-
intendence is possible. Common rumour and casual report are the
sources of intelligence. If it seems certain that the province is in a bad
state, satrap No. 1 is recalled, and satrap No. 2 sent out in his stead. In
civilized countries the process is different. You erect a bureau in the
province you want to govern; you make it write letters and copy letters;
it sends home eight reports per diem to the head bureau in St. 
Petersburg. Nobody does a sum in the province without some one doing
the same sum in the capital, to ‘check’ him, and see that he does it cor-
rectly. The consequence of this is, to throw on the heads of departments
an amount of reading and labour which can only be accomplished by
the greatest natural aptitude, the most efficient training, the most firm
and regular industry.”

There is scarcely a single duty of government which was once simple
which is not now complex; government once had but a few masters; it
now has scores of masters. Majorities formerly only underwent govern-
ment; they now conduct government. Where government once might
follow the whims of a court, it must now follow the views of a nation.

And those views are steadily widening to new conceptions of state
duty; so that, at the same time that the functions of government are every
day becoming more complex and difficult, they are also vastly multiply-
ing in number. Administration is everywhere putting its hands to new
undertakings. The utility, cheapness, and success of the government’s
postal service, for instance, point towards the early establishment of gov-
ernmental control of the telegraph system. Or, even if our government is
not to follow the lead of the governments of Europe in buying or build-
ing both telegraph and railroad lines, no one can doubt that in some way
it must make itself master of masterful corporations. The creation of

64 Woodrow Wilson



national commissioners of railroads, in addition to the older state com-
missions, involves a very important and delicate extension of admin-
istrative functions. Whatever hold of authority state or federal
governments are to take upon corporations, there must follow cares and
responsibilities which will require not a little wisdom, knowledge, and
experience. Such things must be studied in order to be well done. And
these, as I have said, are only a few of the doors which are being opened
to offices of government. The idea of the state and the consequent ideal
of its duty are undergoing noteworthy change; and “the idea of the state
is the conscience of administration.” Seeing every day new things which
the state ought to do, the next thing is to see clearly how it ought to do
them.

This is why there should be a science of administrative which shall
seek to straighten the paths of government, to make its business 
less unbusinesslike, to strengthen and purify its organization, and to
crown its duties with dutifulness. This is one reason why there is such a
science.

But where has this science grown up? Surely not on this side of the
sea. Not much impartial scientific method is to be discerned in our
administrative practices. The poisonous atmosphere of city government,
the crooked secrets of state administration, the confusion, sinecurism,
and corruption ever and again discovered in the bureaux at Washington
forbid us to believe that any clear conceptions of what constitutes good
administration are as yet very widely current in the United States. No;
American writers have hitherto taken no very important part in the
advancement of this science. It has found its doctors in Europe. It is not
of our making; it is a foreign science, speaking very little of the language
of English or American principle. It employs only foreign tongues; it
utters none but what are to our minds alien ideas. Its aims, its examples,
its conditions, are almost exclusively grounded in the histories of foreign
races, in the precedents of foreign systems, in the lessons of foreign rev-
olutions. It has been developed by French and German professors, and
is consequently in all parts adapted to the needs of a compact state, and
made to fit highly centralized forms of government; whereas, to answer
our purposes, it must be adapted, not to a simple and compact, but to
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a complex and multiform state, and made to fit highly decentralized
forms of government. If we would employ it, we must Americanize it,
and that not formally, in language merely, but radically, in thought, 
principle, and aim as well. It must learn our constitutions by heart; 
must get the bureaucratic fever out of its veins; must inhale much free
American air. 

If an explanation be sought why a science manifestly so susceptible of
being made useful to all governments alike should have received atten-
tion first in Europe, where government has long been a monopoly, rather
than in England or the United States, where government has long been
a common franchise, the reason will doubtless be found to be twofold:
first, that in Europe, just because government was independent of
popular assent, there was more governing to be done; and, second, that
the desire to keep government a monopoly made the monopolists inter-
ested in discovering the least irritating means of governing. They were,
besides, few enough to adopt means promptly. 

It will be instructive to look into this matter a little more closely. In
speaking of European governments I do not, of course, include England.
She has not refused to change with the times. She has simply tempered
the severity of the transition from a polity of aristocratic privilege to a
system of democratic power by slow measures of constitutional reform
which, without preventing revolution, has confined it to paths of peace.
But the countries of the continent for a long time desperately struggled
against all change, and would have diverted revolution by softening 
the asperities of absolute government. They sought so to perfect their
machinery as to destroy all wearing friction, so to sweeten their methods
with consideration for the interests of the governed as to placate all 
hindering hatred, and so assiduously and opportunely to offer their aid
to all classes of undertakings as to render themselves indispensable 
to the industrious. They did at last give the people constitutions and 
the franchise; but even after that they obtained leave to continue despotic
by becoming paternal. They made themselves too efficient to be dis-
pensed with, too smoothly operative to be noticed, too enlightened to 
be inconsiderately questioned, too benevolent to be suspected, too 
powerful to be coped with. All this has required study; and they have
closely studied it.

66 Woodrow Wilson



On this side the sea we, the while, had known no great difficulties of
government. With a new country, in which there was room and remu-
nerative employment for everybody, with liberal principles of govern-
ment and unlimited skill in practical politics, we were long exempted
from the need of being anxiously careful about plans and methods of
administration. We have naturally been slow to see the use or signifi-
cance of those many volumes of learned research and painstaking exam-
ination into the ways and means of conducting government which the
presses of Europe have been sending to our libraries. Like a lusty child,
government with us has expanded in nature and grown great in stature,
but has also become awkward in movement. The vigor and increase of
its life has been altogether out of proportion to its skill in living. It has
gained strength, but it has not acquired deportment. Great, therefore, as
has been our advantage over the countries of Europe in point of ease
and health of constitutional development, now that the time for more
careful administrative adjustments and larger administrative knowledge
has come to us, we are at a signal disadvantage as compared with the
transatlantic nations; and this for reasons which I shall try to make clear.

Judging by the constitutional histories of the chief nations of the
modern world, there may be said to be three periods of growth through
which government has passed in all the most highly developed of exist-
ing systems, and through which it promises to pass in all the rest. The
first of these periods is that of absolute rulers, and of an administrative
system adapted to absolute rule; the second is that in which constitu-
tions are framed to do away with absolute rulers and substitute popular
control, and in which administration is neglected for these higher con-
cerns; and the third is that in which the sovereign people undertake to
develop administration under this new Constitution which has brought
them into power.

Those governments are now in the lead in administrative practice
which had rulers still absolute but also enlightened when those modern
days of political illumination came in which it was made evident to all
but the blind that governors are properly only the servants of the gov-
erned. In such government administration has been organized to sub-
serve the general weal with the simplicity and effectiveness vouchsafed
only to the undertakings of a single will.
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Such was the case in Prussia, for instance, where administration has
been most studied and most nearly perfected. Frederic the Great, stern
and masterful as was his rule, still sincerely professed to regard himself
as only the chief servant of the state, to consider his great office a public
trust; and it was he who, building upon the foundations laid by his father,
began to organize the public service of Prussia as in very earnest a service
of the public. His no less absolute successor, Frederic William III, under
the inspiration of Stein, again, in his turn, advanced the work still further,
planning many of the broader structural features which give firmness 
and form to Prussian administration today. Almost the whole of the
admirable system has been developed by kingly initiative.

Of similar origin was the practice, if not the plan, of modern French
administration, with its symmetrical divisions of territory and its orderly
gradations of office. The days of the Revolution—of the Constituent
Assembly—were days of constitution-writing, but they can hardly be
called days of constitution-making. The Revolution heralded a period of
constitutional development—the entrance of France upon the second of
those periods which I have enumerated—but it did not itself inaugurate
such a period. It interrupted and unsettled absolutism, but did not
destroy it. Napoleon succeeded the monarchs of France, to exercise a
power as unrestricted as they had ever possessed.

The recasting of French administration by Napoleon is, therefore, my
second example of the perfecting of civil machinery by the single will of
an absolute ruler before the dawn of a constitutional era. No corporate,
popular will could ever have effected arrangements such as those which
Napoleon commanded. Arrangements so simple at the expense of local
prejudice, so logical in their indifference to popular choice, might be
decreed by a Constituent Assembly, but could be established only by the
unlimited authority of a despot. The system of the year VIII was ruth-
lessly thorough and heartlessly perfect. It was, besides, in large part, a
return to the despotism that had been overthrown.

Among those nations, on the other hand, which entered upon a season
of constitution-making and popular reform before administration had
received the impress of liberal principle, administrative improvement has
been tardy and half-done. Once a nation has embarked in the business
of manufacturing constitutions, it finds it exceedingly difficult to close
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out that business and open for the public a bureau of skilled, economi-
cal administration. There seems to be no end to the tinkering of con-
stitutions. Your ordinary constitution will last you hardly ten years
without repairs or additions; and the time for administrative detail comes
late.

Here, of course, our examples are England and our own country. In
the days of the Angevin kings, before constitutional life had taken root
in the Great Charter, legal and administrative reforms began to proceed
with sense and vigor under the impulse of Henry II’s shrewd, busy,
pushing, indomitable spirit and purpose; and kingly initiative seemed
destined in England, as elsewhere, to shape governmental growth at 
its will. But impulsive, errant Richard and weak, despicable John were
not the men to carry out such schemes as their father’s. Administrative
development gave place in their reigns to constitutional struggles; and
Parliament became king before any English monarch had had the prac-
tical genius or the enlightened conscience to devise just and lasting forms
for the civil service of the state.

The English race, consequently, has long and successfully studied the
art of curbing executive power to the constant neglect of the art of per-
fecting executive methods. It has exercised itself much more in control-
ling than in energizing government. It has been more concerned to render
government just and moderate than to make it facile, well-ordered, 
and effective. English and American political history has been a history,
not of administrative development, but of legislative oversight—not of
progress in governmental organization, but of advance in law-making
and political criticism. Consequently we have reached a time when
administrative study and creation are imperatively necessary to the well-
being of our governments saddled with the habits of a long period of
constitution-making. That period has practically closed, so far as the
establishment of essential principles is concerned, but we cannot shake
off its atmosphere. We go on criticizing when we ought to be creating.
We have reached the third of the periods I have mentioned—the period,
namely, when the people have to develop administration in accordance
with the constitutions they won for themselves in a previous period of
struggle with absolute power; but we are not prepared for the tasks of
the new period.
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Such an explanation seems to afford the only escape from blank aston-
ishment at the fact that, in spite of our vast advantages in point of polit-
ical liberty, and above all in point of practical political skill and sagacity,
so many nations are ahead of us in administrative organization and
administrative skill. Why, for instance, have we but just begun purifying
a civil service which was rotten full fifty years ago? To say that slavery
diverted us is but to repeat what I have said—that flaws in our consti-
tution delayed us.

Of course all reasonable preference would declare for his English and
American course of politics rather than for that of any European country.
We should not like to have had Prussia’s history for the sake of having
Prussia’s administrative skill; and Prussia’s particular system of adminis-
tration would quite suffocate us. It is better to be untrained and free than
to be servile and systematic. Still there is no denying that it would be
better yet to be both free in spirit and proficient in practice. It is this
even more reasonable preference which impels us to discover what there
may be to hinder or delay us in naturalizing this much-to-be-desired
science of administration.

What, then, is there to prevent?
Well, principally, popular sovereignty. It is harder for democracy to

organize administration than for monarchy. The very completeness of
our most cherished political successes in the past embarrasses us. We
have enthroned public opinion; and it’s forbidden us to hope during its
reign for any quick schooling of the sovereign in executive expertness or
in the conditions of perfect functional balance in government. The very
fact that we have realized popular rule in its fullness has made the task
of organizing that rule just so much the more difficult. In order to make
any advance at all we must instruct and persuade a multitudinous
monarch called public opinion—a much less feasible undertaking than
to influence a single monarch called a king. An individual sovereign will
adopt a simple plan and carry it out directly; he will have but one
opinion, and he will embody that one opinion in one command. But this
other sovereign, the people, will have a score of differing opinions. They
can agree upon nothing simple; advance must be made through com-
promise, by a compounding of differences, by a trimming of plans and
a suppression of too straightforward principles. There will be a succes-
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sion of resolves running through a course of years, a dropping fire of
commands running through a whole gamut of modifications.

In government, as in virtue, the hardest of hard things is to make
progress. Formerly the reason for this was that the single person who
was sovereign was generally selfish, ignorant, timid, or a fool—albeit
there was now and again one who was wise. Nowadays the reason is
that the many, the people, who are sovereign have no single ear which
one can approach, and are selfish, ignorant, timid, stubborn, or foolish
with the selfishnesses, the ignorances, the stubbornesses, the timidities,
or the follies of several thousand persons—albeit there are hundreds 
who are wise. Once the advantage of the reformer was that the sover-
eign’s mind had a definite locality, that it was contained in one man’s
head, and that consequently it could be gotten at; though it was his dis-
advantage that that mind learned only reluctantly or only in small quan-
tities, or was under the influence of someone who let it learn only the
wrong things. Now, on the contrary, the reformer is bewildered by the
fact that the sovereign’s mind has no definite locality, but is contained in
a voting majority of several million heads; and embarrassed by the fact
that the mind of his sovereign also is under the influence of favorites,
who are none the less favorites in a good old-fashioned sense of the word
because they are not persons but preconceived opinions; i.e., prejudices
which are not to be reasoned with because they are not the children of
reason.

Wherever regard for public opinion is a first principle of government,
practical reform must be slow and all reform must be full of compro-
mises. For wherever public opinion exists it must rule. This is now an
axiom half the world over, and will presently come to be believed even
in Russia. Whoever would effect a change in a modern constitutional
government must first educate his fellow-citizens to want some change.
That done, he must persuade them to want the particular change he
wants. He must first make public opinion willing to listen and then see
to it that it listens to the right things. He must stir it up to search for an
opinion, and then manage to put the right opinion in its way.

The first step is not less difficult than the second. With opinions, 
possession is more than nine points of the law. It is next to impossible
to dislodge them. Institutions which one generation regards as only a
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makeshift approximation to the realization of a principle, the next gen-
eration honors as the nearest possible approximation to that principle,
and the next worships as the principle itself. It takes scarcely three 
generations for the apotheosis. The grandson accepts his grandfather’s
hesitating experiment as an integral part of the fixed constitution of
nature.

Even if we had clear insight into all the political past, and could form
out of perfectly instructed heads a few steady, infallible, placidly wise
maxims of government into which all sound political doctrine would be
ultimately resolvable, would the country act on them? That is the ques-
tion. The bulk of mankind is rigidly unphilosophical, and nowadays the
bulk of mankind votes. A truth must become not only plain but also
commonplace before it will be seen by the people who go to their work
very early in the morning; and not to act upon it must involve great and
pinching inconveniences before these same people will make up their
minds to act upon it.

And where is this unphilosophical bulk of mankind more multifarious
in its composition than in the United States? To know the public mind
of this country, one must know the mind, not of Americans of the older
stocks only, but also of Irishmen, of Germans, of Negroes. In order to
get a footing for new doctrine, one must influence minds cast in every
mould of race, minds inhabiting every bias of environment, warped by
the histories of a score of different nations, warmed or chilled, closed or
expanded by almost every climate of the globe.

So much, then, for the history of the study of administration, and the
peculiarly difficult conditions under which, entering upon it when we do,
we must undertake it. What, now, is the subject-matter of this study, and
what are its characteristic objects?

II

The field of administration is a field of business. It is removed from the
hurry and strife of politics; it at most points stands apart even from the
debatable ground of constitutional study. It is a part of political life only
as the methods of the counting-house are a part of the life of society;
only as machinery is part of the manufactured product. But it is, at the
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same time, raised very far above the dull level of mere technical detail
by the fact that through its greater principles it is directly connected with
the lasting maxims of political wisdom, the permanent truths of politi-
cal progress.

The object of administrative study is to rescue executive methods from
the confusion and costliness of empirical experiment and set them upon
foundations laid deep in stable principle.

It is for this reason that we must regard civil-service reform in its
present stages as but a prelude to a fuller administrative reform. We are
now rectifying methods of appointment; we must go on to adjust exec-
utive functions more fitly and to prescribe better methods of executive
organization and action. Civil-service reform is thus but a moral prepa-
ration for what is to follow. It is clearing the moral atmosphere of offi-
cial life by establishing the sanctity of public office as a public trust, and,
by making the service unpartisan, it is opening the way for making it
businesslike. By sweetening its motives it is rendering it capable of
improving its methods of work.

Let me expand a little what I have said of the province of adminis-
tration. Most important to be observed is the truth already so much and
so fortunately insisted upon by our civil-service reformers; namely, that
administration lies outside the proper sphere of politics. Administrative
questions are not political questions. Although politics sets the tasks for
administration, it should not be suffered to manipulate its offices.

This is distinction of high authority; eminent German writers insist
upon it as of course. Bluntschli, for instance, bids us separate adminis-
tration alike from politics and from law. Politics, he says, is state 
activity “in things great and universal,” while “administration, on the
other hand,” is “the activity of the state in individual and small things.
Politics is thus the special province of the statesman, administration of
the technical official.” “Policy does nothing without the aid of adminis-
tration”; but administration is not therefore politics. But we do not
require German authority for this position; this discrimination between
administration and politics is now, happily, too obvious to need further
discussion.

There is another distinction which must be worked into all our con-
clusions, which, though but another side of that between administration
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and politics, is not quite so easy to keep sight of: I mean the distinction
between constitutional and administrative questions, between those gov-
ernmental adjustments which are essential to constitutional principle and
those which are merely instrumental to the possibly changing purposes
of a wisely adapting convenience.

One cannot easily make clear to everyone just where administration
resides in the various departments of any practicable government
without entering upon particulars so numerous as to confuse and dis-
tinctions so minute as to distract. No lines of demarcation, setting apart
administrative from nonadministrative functions, can be run between
this and that department of government without being run up hill 
and down dale, over dizzy heights of distinction and through dense 
jungles of statutory enactment, hither and thither around “ifs” and
“buts,” “whens” and “howevers,” until they become altogether lost to
the common eye not accustomed to this sort of surveying, and conse-
quently not acquainted with the use of the theodolite of logical discern-
ment. A great deal of administration goes about incognito to most of the
world, being confounded now with political “management,” and again
with constitutional principle.

Perhaps this ease of confusion may explain such utterances as that 
of Niebuhr’s: “Liberty,” he says, “depends incomparably more upon
administration than upon constitution.” At first sight this appears to be
largely true. Apparently facility in the actual exercise of liberty does
depend more upon administrative arrangements than upon constitu-
tional guarantees; although constitutional guarantees alone secure the
existence of liberty. But—upon second thought—is even so much as this
true? Liberty no more consists in easy functional movement than intel-
ligence consists in the ease and vigor with which the limbs of a strong
man move. The principles that rule within the man, or the constitution,
are the vital springs of liberty or servitude. Because dependence and sub-
jection are without chains, are lightened by every easy-working device
of considerate, paternal government, they are not thereby transformed
into liberty. Liberty cannot live apart from constitutional principle; and
no administration, however perfect and liberal its methods, can give men
more than a poor counterfeit of liberty if it rest upon illiberal principles
of government.
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A clear view of the difference between the province of constitutional
law and the province of administrative function ought to leave no room
for misconception; and it is possible to name some roughly definite 
criteria upon which such a view can be built. Public administration is
detailed and systematic execution of public law. Every particular appli-
cation of general law is an act of administration. The assessment and
raising of taxes, for instance, the hanging of a criminal, the transporta-
tion and delivery of the mails, the equipment and recruiting of the army
and navy, etc., are all obviously acts of administration; but the general
laws which direct these things to be done are as obviously outside of and
above administration. The broad plans of governmental action are not
administrative; the detailed execution of such plans is administrative.
Constitutions, therefore, properly concern themselves only with those
instrumentalities of government which are to control general law. Our
federal constitution observes this principle in saying nothing of even the
greatest of the purely executive offices, and speaking only of that Presi-
dent of the Union who was to share the legislative and policy-making
functions of government, only of those judges of highest jurisdiction who
were to interpret and guard its principles, and not of those who were
merely to give utterance to them.

This is not quite the distinction between Will and answering Deed,
because the administrator should have and does have a will of his own
in the choice of means for accomplishing his work. He is not and ought
not to be a mere passive instrument. The distinction is between general
plans and special means.

There is, indeed, one point at which administrative studies trench on
constitutional ground—or at least upon what seems constitutional
ground. The study of administration, philosophically viewed, is closely
connected with the study of the proper distribution of constitutional
authority. To be efficient it must discover the simplest arrangements by
which responsibility can be unmistakably fixed upon officials; the best
way of dividing authority without hampering it, and responsibility
without obscuring it. And this question of the distribution of authority,
when taken into the sphere of the higher, the originating functions of
government, is obviously a central constitutional question. If adminis-
trative study can discover the best principles upon which to base such
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distribution, it will have done constitutional study an invaluable service.
Montesquieu did not, I am convinced, say the last word on this head.

To discover the best principle for the distribution of authority is of
greater importance, possibly, under a democratic system, where officials
serve many masters, than under others where they serve but a few. All
sovereigns are suspicious of their servants, and the sovereign people is
no exception to the rule; but how is its suspicion to be allayed by knowl-
edge? If that suspicion could but be clarified into wise vigilance, it would
be altogether salutary; if that vigilance could be aided by the unmistak-
able placing of responsibility, it would be altogether beneficient. Suspi-
cion in itself is never healthful either in the private or in the public mind.
Trust is strength in all relations of life; and, as it is the office of the con-
stitutional reformer to create conditions of trustfulness, so it is the office
of the administrative organizer to fit administration with conditions of
clear-cut responsibility which shall insure trustworthiness.

And let me say that large powers and unhampered discretion seem to
me the indispensable conditions of responsibility. Public attention must
be easily directed, in each case of good or bad administration, to just the
man deserving of praise or blame. There is no danger in power, if only
it be not irresponsible. If it be divided, dealt out in shares to many, it is
obscured; and if it be obscured, it is made irresponsible. But if it be cen-
tered in heads of the service and in heads of branches of the service, it
is easily watched and brought to book. If to keep his office a man must
achieve open and honest success, and if at the same time he feels himself
intrusted with large freedom of discretion, the greater his power the less
likely is he to abuse it, the more is he nerved and sobered and elevated
by it. The less his power, the more safely obscure and unnoticed does 
he feel his position to be, and the more readily does he relapse into
remissness.

Just here we manifestly emerge upon the field of that still larger ques-
tion—the proper relations between public opinion and administration.

To whom is official trustworthiness to be disclosed, and by whom is
it to be rewarded? Is the official to look to the public for his meed of
praise and his push of promotion, or only to his superior in office? Are
the people to be called in to settle administrative discipline as they are
called in to settle constitutional principles? These questions evidently find
their root in what is undoubtedly the fundamental problem of this whole

76 Woodrow Wilson



study. That problem is: What part shall public opinion take in the
conduct of administration?

The right answer seems to be, that public opinion shall play the part
of authoritative critic.

But the method by which its authority shall be made to tell? Our pecu-
liar American difficulty in organizing administration is not the danger of
losing liberty, but the danger of not being able or willing to separate its
essentials from its accidents. Our success is made doubtful by that beset-
ting error of ours, the error of trying to do too much by vote. Self-gov-
ernment does not consist in having a hand in everything, any more than
housekeeping consists necessarily in cooking dinner with one’s own
hands. The cook must be trusted with a large discretion as to the man-
agement of the fires and the ovens.

In those countries in which public opinion has yet to be instructed 
in its privileges, yet to be accustomed to having its own way, this 
question as to the province of public opinion is much more readily
soluble than in this country, where public opinion is wide awake and
quite intent upon having its own way anyhow. It is pathetic to see a
whole book written by a German professor of political science for 
the purpose of saying to his countrymen, “Please try to have an opinion
about national affairs”; but a public which is so modest may at least 
be expected to be very docile and acquiescent in learning what things 
it has not a right to think and speak about imperatively. It may be 
sluggish, but it will not be meddlesome. It will submit to be instructed
before it tries to instruct. Its political education will come before its 
political activity. In trying to instruct our own public opinion, we are
dealing with a pupil apt to think itself quite sufficiently instructed 
beforehand.

The problem is to make public opinion efficient without suffering it
to be meddlesome. Directly exercised, in the oversight of the daily details
and in the choice of the daily means of government, public criticism is
of course a clumsy nuisance, a rustic handling delicate machinery. But
as superintending the greater forces of formative policy alike in politics
and administration, public criticism is altogether safe and beneficent,
altogether indispensable. Let administrative study find the best means for
giving public criticism this control and for shutting it out from all other
interference.
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But is the whole duty of administrative study done when it has taught
the people what sort of administration to desire and demand, and how
to get what they demand? Ought it not to go on to drill candidates for
the public service?

There is an admirable movement towards universal political education
now afoot in this country. The time will soon come when no college of
respectability can afford to do without a well-filled chair of political
science. But the education thus imparted will go but a certain length. It
will multiply the number of intelligent critics of government, but it will
create no competent body of administrators. It will prepare the way for
the development of a sure-footed understanding of the general principles
of government, but it will not necessarily foster skill in conducting gov-
ernment. It is an education which will equip legislators, perhaps, but not
executive officials. If we are to improve public opinion, which is the
motive power of government, we must prepared better officials as the
apparatus of government. If we are to put in new boilers and to mend
the fires which drive our governmental machinery, we must not leave the
old wheels and joints and valves and bands to creak and buzz and clatter
on as best they may at bidding of the new forces. We must put in new
runing parts wherever there is the least lack of strength or adjustment.
It will be necessary to organize democracy by sending up to the com-
petitive examinations for the civil service men definitely prepared for
standing liberal tests as to technical knowledge. A technically schooled
civil service will presently have become indispensable.

I know that a corps of civil servants prepared by a special schooling
and drilled, after appointment, into a perfected organization, with appro-
priate hierarchy and characteristic discipline, seems to a great many very
thoughtful persons to contain elements which might combine to make
an offensive official class—a distinct, semi-corporate body with sympa-
thies divorced from those of a progressive, free-spirited people, and with
hearts narrowed to the meanness of a bigoted officialism. Certainly such
a class would be altogether hateful and harmful in the United States. Any
measures calculated to produce it would for us be measures of reaction
and of folly.

But to fear the creation of a domineering illiberal officialism as a result
of the studies I am here proposing is to miss altogether the principle upon
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which I wish most to insist. That principle is, that administration in the
United States must be at all points sensitive to public opinion. A body
of thoroughly trained officials serving during good behavior we must
have in any case: that is a plain business necessity. But the apprehension
that such a body will be anything un-American clears away the moment
it is asked, What is to constitute good behavior? For that question obvi-
ously carries its own answer on its face. Steady, hearty allegiance to the
policy of the government they serve will constitute good behavior. That
policy will have no taint of officialdom about it. It will not be the cre-
ation of permanent officials, but of statesmen whose responsibility to
public opinion will be direct and inevitable. Bureaucracy can exist only
where the whole service of the state is removed from the common politi-
cal life of the people, its chiefs as well as its rank and file. Its motives,
its objects, its policy, its standards, must be bureacuratic. It would be
difficult to point out any examples of impudent exclusiveness and arbi-
trariness on the part of officials doing service under a chief of depart-
ment who really served the people, as all our chiefs of departments must
be made to do. It would be easy, on the other hand, to adduce other
instances like that of the influence of Stein in Prussia, where the leader-
ship of one statesman imbued with true public spirit transformed arro-
gant and perfunctory bureaux into public-spirited instruments of just
government.

The ideal for us is a civil service cultured and self-sufficient enough 
to act with sense and vigor, and yet so intimately connected with the
popular thought, by means of elections and constant public counsel, as
to find arbitrariness or class spirit quite out of the question. 

III

Having thus viewed in some sort the subject-matter and the objects of
this study of administration, what are we to conclude as to the methods
best suited to it—the points of view most advantageous for it?

Government is so near us, so much a thing of our daily familiar han-
dling, that we can with difficulty see the need of any philosophical study
of it, or the exact point of such study, should it be undertaken. We have
been on our feet too long to study now the art of walking. We are a
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practical people, made so apt, so adept in self-government by centuries
of experimental drill that we are scarcely any longer capable of perceiv-
ing the awkwardness of the particular system we may be using, just
because it is so easy for us to use any system. We do not study the art
of governing: we govern. But mere unschooled genius for affairs will not
save us from sad blunders in administration. Though democrats by long
inheritance and repeated choice, we are still rather crude democrats. Old
as democracy is, its organization on a basis of modern ideas and condi-
tions is still an unaccomplished work. The democratic state has yet to
be equipped for carrying those enormous burdens of administration
which the needs of this industrial and trading age are so fast accumu-
lating. Without comparative studies in government we cannot rid our-
selves of the misconception that administration stands upon an
essentially different basis in a democratic state from that on which it
stands in a non-democratic state.

After such study we could grant democracy the sufficient honor of ulti-
mately determining by debate all essential questions affecting the public
weal, of basing all structures of policy upon the major will; but we would
have found but one rule of good administration for all governments
alike. So far as administrative functions are concerned, all governments
have a strong structural likeness; more than that, if they are to be uni-
formly useful and efficient, they must have a strong structural likeness.
A free man has the same bodily organs, the same executive parts, as the
slave, however different may be his motives, his services, his energies.
Monarchies and democracies, radically different as they are in other
respects, have in reality much the same business to look to.

It is abundantly safe nowadays to insist upon this actual likeness of
all governments, because these are days when abuses of power are easily
exposed and arrested, in countries like our own, by a bold, alert, inquisi-
tive, detective public thought and a sturdy popular self-dependence such
as never existed before. We are slow to appreciate this; but it is easy to
appreciate it. Try to imagine personal government in the United States.
It is like trying to imagine a national worship of Zeus. Our imaginations
are too modern for the feat.

But, besides, being safe, it is necessary to see that for all governments
alike the legitimate ends of administration are the same, in order not to
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be frightened at the idea of looking into foreign systems of administra-
tion for instruction and suggestion; in order to get rid of the apprehen-
sion that we might perchance blindly borrow something incompatible
with our principles. That man is blindly astray who denounces attempts
to transplant foreign systems into this country. It is impossible: they
simply would not grow here. But why should we not use such parts of
foreign contrivances as we want, if they be in any way serviceable? We
are in no danger of using them in a foreign way. We borrowed rice, but
we do not eat it with chopsticks. We borrowed our whole political lan-
guage from England, but we leave the words “king” and “lords” out of
it. What did we ever originate, except the action of the federal govern-
ment upon individuals and some of the functions of the federal supreme
court?

We can borrow the science of administration with safety and profit if
only we read all fundamental differences of condition into its essential
tenets. We have only to filter it through our constitutions, only to put it
over a slow fire of criticism and distil away its foreign gases.

I know that there is a sneaking fear in some conscientiously patriotic
minds that studies of European systems might signalize some foreign
methods as better than some American methods; and the fear is 
easily to be understood. But it would scarcely be avowed in just any
company.

It is the more necessary to insist upon thus putting away all prejudices
against looking anywhere in the world but at home for suggestions in
this study, because nowhere else in the whole field of politics, it would
seem, can we make use of the historical, comparative method more safely
than in this province of administration. Perhaps the more novel the forms
we study the better. We shall the sooner learn the peculiarities of our
own methods. We can never learn either our own weaknesses or our own
virtues by comparing ourselves with ourselves. We are too used to the
appearance and procedure of our own system to see its true significance.
Perhaps even the English system is too much like our own to be used to
the most profit in illustration. It is best on the whole to get entirely away
from our own atmosphere and to be most careful in examining such
systems as those of France and Germany. Seeing our own institutions
through such media, we see ourselves as foreigners might see us were
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they to look at us without preconceptions. Of ourselves, so long as we
know only ourselves, we know nothing. 

Let it be noted that it is the distinction, already drawn, between admin-
istration and politics which makes the comparative method so safe in the
field of administration. When we study the administrative systems of
France and Germany, knowing that we are not in search of political prin-
ciples, we need not care a peppercorn for the constitutional or political
reasons which Frenchmen or Germans give for their practices when
explaining them to us. If I see a murderous fellow sharpening a knife
cleverly, I can borrow his way of sharpening the knife without borrow-
ing his probable intention to commit murder with it; and so, if I see a
monarchist dyed in the wool managing a public bureau well, I can learn
his business methods without changing one of my republican spots. He
may serve his king; I will continue to serve the people; but I should like
to serve my sovereign as well as he serves his. By keeping this distinc-
tion in view—that is, by studying administration as a means of putting
our own politics into convenient practice, as a means of making what 
is democratically politic towards all administratively possible towards
each—we are on perfectly safe ground, and can learn without error 
what foreign systems have to teach us. We thus devise an adjusting
weight for our comparative method of study. We can thus scrutinize the
anatomy of foreign governments without fear of getting any of their dis-
eases into our veins; dissect alien systems without apprehension of blood-
poisoning.

Our own politics must be the touchstone for all theories. The princi-
ples on which to base a science of administration for America must be
principles which have democratic policy very much at heart. And, to suit
American habit, all general theories must, as theories, keep modestly in
the background, not in open argument only, but even in our own
minds—lest opinions satisfactory only to the standards of the library
should be dogmatically used, as if they must be quite as satisfactory to
the standards of practical politics as well. Doctrinaire devices must be
postponed to tested practices. Arrangements not only sanctioned by con-
clusive experience elsewhere but also congenial to American habit must
be preferred without hesitation to theoretical perfection. In a word,
steady, practical statesmanship must come first, closet doctrine second.
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The cosmopolitan what-to-do must always be commanded by the 
American how-to-do-it.

Our duty is, to supply the best possible life to a federal organization,
to systems within systems; to make town, city, county, state, and federal
governments live with a like strength and an equally assured healthful-
ness, keeping each unquestionably its own master and yet making all
interdependent and cooperative, combining independence with mutual
helpfulness. The task is great and important enough to attract the best
minds.

This interlacing of local self-government with federal self-government
is quite a modern conception. It is not like the arrangements of imper-
ial federation in Germany. There local government is not yet, fully, local
self-government. The bureaucrat is everywhere busy. His efficiency
springs out of esprit de corps, out of care to make ingratiating obeisance
to the authority of a superior, or, at best, out of the soil of a sensitive
conscience. He serves, not the public, but an irresponsible minister. The
question for us is, how shall our series of governments within govern-
ments be so administered that it shall always be to the interest of the
public officer to serve, not his superior alone but the community also,
with the best efforts of his talents and the soberest service of his con-
science? How shall such service be made to his commonest interest by
contributing abundantly to his sustenance, to his dearest interest by fur-
thering his ambition, and to his highest interest by advancing his honor
and establishing his character? And how shall this be done alike for the
local part and for the national whole?

If we solve this problem we shall again pilot the world. There is a ten-
dency—is there not?—a tendency as yet dim, but already steadily impul-
sive and clearly destined to prevail, towards, first the confederation of
parts of empires like the British, and finally of great states themselves.
Instead of centralization of power, there is to be wide union with toler-
ated divisions of prerogative. This is a tendency towards the American
type—of governments joined with governments for the pursuit of
common purpose, in honorary equality and honorable subordination.
Like principles of civil liberty are everywhere fostering like methods of
government; and if comparative studies of the ways and means of 
government should enable us to offer suggestions which will practicably
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combine openness and vigor in the administration of such governments
with ready docility to all serious, well-sustained public criticism, they
will have approved themselves worthy to be ranked among the highest
and most fruitful of the great departments of political study. That they
will issue in such suggestions I confidently hope.
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4
The Policy Orientation

Harold D. Lasswell
1951

The continuing crisis of national security in which we live calls for the
most efficient use of the manpower, facilities, and resources of the 
American people. Highly trained talent is always scarce and costly. Hence
the crisis poses the problem of utilizing our intellectual resources with
the wisest economy. If our policy needs are to be served, what topics of
research are most worthy of pursuit? What manpower and facilities
should be allocated to official agencies and to private institutions for the
prosecution of research? What are the most promising methods of gath-
ering facts and interpreting their significance for policy? How can facts
and interpretations be made effective in the decision-making process
itself?

Although the importance of these questions is emphasized by the
urgency of national defense, they are in no sense new. For years there
has been a lively concern in intellectual circles for the problem of over-
coming the divisive tendencies of modern life and of bringing into exis-
tence a more thorough integration of the goals and methods of public
and private action. The pace of specialization in philosophy, natural
science, biology, and the social sciences has been so rapid that colleagues
on the faculty of a single university, or even members of a single depart-
ment, often complain that they cannot understand one another. The unity
of the intellectual life and the harmonizing of science and practice have
been undermined by these “centrifugal” forces.

For several years new trends toward integration have been gaining
strength in America. In liberal arts colleges the elective system has been
giving way to a more rigid curriculum, and survey courses have been
devised to introduce the student to broad fields of knowledge and to



prepare the way for a vision of the whole. At the level of research, mixed
teams of specialists have been assembled to work on common problems
in the hope of counteracting the deleterious effects of an excessive atom-
ization of knowledge. In the realm of policy, more attention has been
given to planning, and to improving the information on which staff and
operational decisions are based. We have become more aware of the
policy process as a suitable object of study in its own right, primarily in
the hope of improving the rationality of the flow of decision.

A policy orientation has been developing that cuts across the existing
specializations. The orientation is twofold. In part it is directed toward
the policy process, and in part toward the intelligence needs of policy.
The first task, which is the development of a science of policy forming
and execution, uses the methods of social and psychological inquiry. The
second task, which is the improving of the concrete content of the infor-
mation and the interpretations available to policy-makers, typically goes
outside the boundaries of social science and psychology.

In so far, therefore, as the policy orientation is focused upon the sci-
entific study of policy, it is narrower than the psychological and social
sciences, which have many other objects of investigation. However,
where the needs of policy intelligence are uppermost, any item of knowl-
edge, within or without the limits of the social disciplines, may be rele-
vant. We may need to know the harbor installations at Casablanca, or
the attitudes of a population of Pacific islanders to the Japanese, or the
maximum range of a fixed artillery piece.

We may use the term “policy sciences” for the purpose of designating
the content of the policy orientation during any given period. The policy
sciences includes (1) the methods by which the policy process is investi-
gated, (2) the results of the study of policy, and (3) the findings of the
disciplines making the most important contributions to the intelligence
needs of the time. If we are to advance in our scientific grasp of the policy
formation and execution process as a whole, it is obviously essential to
apply and improve the methods by which psychological and social-
scientific investigations are made. [It is useful, therefore, to emphasize]
developments in research which are of unusual importance for the under-
standing of human choice. If the rationality of the policy process is to
be improved, we must single out the intelligence function for special
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study. To some extent the task of improving the intelligence function
depends upon more effective techniques of communication, among
research workers, policy advisers, and the makers of final decisions.
Therefore the policy sciences are advanced whenever the methods are
sharpened by which authentic information and responsible interpreta-
tions can be integrated with judgment. To some extent the quality of the
intelligence function at any given time depends upon the successful antic-
ipation of policy needs before they have been generally recognized. Suc-
cessful prediction depends upon the cultivation of certain patterns of
thinking. For instance, it is important to consider the entire context of
events which may have an impact upon the future problems of policy.
Hence the world as a whole needs to be kept at the focus of attention.
It is also essential to cultivate the practice of thinking of the past and the
future as parts of one context, and to make use of “developmental con-
structs” as tools for exploring the flow of events in time. An example of
developmental thinking on a global scale is exemplified [by work which
deals] with the potentialities of the “garrison state.”

The expression “policy sciences” is not in general use in the United
States, although it is occurring more frequently now than before. Perhaps
it should be pointed out that the term is not to be taken as a synonym
for any expression now in current use among scholars. It is not another
way of talking about the “social sciences” as a whole, nor of the “social
and psychological sciences.” Nor are the “policy sciences” identical with
“applied social science” or “applied social and psychological science.”
As explained before, the policy orientation stresses but one of the many
problems which come within the proper scope of the social sciences, and
includes the results of the social, psychological, and natural sciences
insofar as they have a bearing on the policy needs of a given period for
adequate intelligence.

Nor are the “policy sciences” to be thought of as largely identical with
what is studied by the “political scientists”—the term in common use
for academic teachers and writers about government. It is true that one
group of academic political scientists would identify the field with the
study of power (in the sense of decision-making). But at present this is
a minority viewpoint. Many of the most valuable contributions to a
general theory of choice (including “decisions,” defined as sanctioned
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choices) have been made by persons who are not political scientists (in
the academic division of labor). Examples are abundant, and include the
“rational theory of choice” (called the “theory of games”) developed by
the mathematician von Neumann and the economist Morgenstern. . . .
[E]conomists Arrow and Katona are particularly concerned with the
theory of choice. And it would not be difficult to name psychologists,
anthropologists, and others who have specialized to a fruitful degree
upon the understanding of choice.

The word “policy” is commonly used to designate the most important
choices made either in organized or in private life. We speak of “gov-
ernment policy,” “business policy,” or “my own policy” regarding
investments and other matters. Hence “policy” is free of many of the
undesirable connotations clustered about the word political, which is
often believed to imply “partisanship” or “corruption.”

When I speak of the “policy orientation” in the United States I am
emphasizing what appears to be a dominant current among many schol-
ars and scientists, notably in the social sciences. The conception of the
policy sciences is arising to give insight into these recent trends and to
aid in clarifying their full possibilities. The movement is not only toward
a policy orientation, with a resulting growth in the policy sciences, but
more specifically toward the policy sciences of democracy.

The Emphasis on Method

The meaning of current developments will be more apparent if we review
the trends between World War I and World War II. The first of these
wars was a turning point in the history of the social and psychological
sciences in the United States. Some of these disciplines made conspicu-
ous contributions to the prosecution of the war. Others did not. The
problem immediately arose of accounting for the difference. The inter-
war evolution of the social sciences in the United States is largely to be
explained in terms of the answers to this question.

The most influential answer was this: the disciplines which possessed
quantitative methods were the ones that rose most rapidly in influence.
Consider from this point of view the case of economics. Economists were
extensively utilized to estimate the facilities, manpower, and resources
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necessary to produce the munitions required by the armed forces and to
supply men and matériel where needed. The economic scientists who
made the greatest direct contribution employed mathematics and statis-
tics. They had method. And they were quantitative. They could manip-
ulate data in the light of a system of general postulates, laws, and
hypotheses.

Consider the psychologists. The most successful group used “intelli-
gence tests” as a quick means of selecting personnel for various 
operations. Immediately after World War I, the results gained enormous
publicity when articles appeared in which the remarkable assertion 
was made that most of the American army was “below average intelli-
gence.” It took many years to straighten out the misconceptions in 
the sensational reports originally made. Obviously the word “average”
had entirely different meanings for the reading public and for the 
psychometricians who created and applied the tests. However, the 
publicity given to testing and psychology greatly increased scientific 
and lay interest in the subject. Once again the success of the dis-
cipline appeared to depend upon the use of quantitative methods. 
Intelligence tests were evolved and applied with the aid of statistical 
procedures.

The rise of economists and psychometricians seemed to indicate that
the closer the social scientist came to the methods of physical science the
more certain his methods could be of acceptance. This point of view was
emphasized by the scholar who took the most important part in remold-
ing the social disciplines, Charles E. Merriam, professor of political
science at the University of Chicago. Professor Merriam took the initia-
tive in organizing the Social Science Research Council, which is a dele-
gate body of scholarly associations in political science, economics,
sociology, psychology, and other social sciences. Merriam stressed the
importance of breaking down the barriers that separate scholars from
one another, and of leveling-up methodological competence everywhere.
In a typical statement, made in 1925, he wrote in the preface to his New
Aspects of Politics: “It is . . . the purpose of this study . . . to suggest
certain possibilities of approach to a method, in the hope that others may
take up the task and through reflection and experiment eventually intro-
duce more intelligent and scientific technique into the study and practice
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of government, and into popular attitudes toward the governing
process.”1

At the same time that steps were being taken at the national level to
organize the Social Science Research Council, leading universities were
working out agencies for interdisciplinary research. At the University of
Chicago, for example, field studies of the city of Chicago were made by
the Local Community Research Committee (later called the Social
Science Research Committee). Joint programs were developed at 
Columbia University and Harvard University. An Institute of Human
Relations was established at Yale.

The programs just referred to were financed in large part by the 
Rockefeller Foundation and the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial
Fund, another Rockefeller benefaction. One of the most imaginative and
aggressive factors in the program was Beardsley Ruml, who at various
times was administratively active on both foundations. Ruml, it is worth
noting, was a Ph.D. in psychology, well-versed in statistics, who had a
share during World War I in the testing program of the Army.

The outlook of Merriam and his fellow leaders of the postwar gener-
ation is made explicit in many publications which appeared during the
1920s. The interdisciplinary theme is prominent in A History of Politi-
cal Theories: Recent Times, a volume edited by Merriam and Professor
Harry Elmer Barnes, published in New York in 1924. In addition to the
political scientists who contributed to the symposium there were lawyers
(E. M. Borchard and Caleb Perry Patterson), an economist (Paul H.
Douglas), a historian (Carlton J. H. Hayes), a philosopher (Herbert W.
Schneider), sociologists (Barnes, and Frank H. Hankins), a social psy-
chologist (Charles Elmer Gehlke), an anthropologist (Alexander A. 
Goldenweiser), and a social geographer (Franklin Thomas).

An evidence of the stress on method was the Committee on Scientific
Method which was appointed by the Social Science Research Council
and in 1931 brought out Methods in Social Science: A Casebook, edited
by Stuart A. Rice. The book was composed of fifty-two methodological
analyses of contributions to the social sciences. The analysts included
such authorities from many fields as Robert E. Park and William F.
Ogburn (sociology); A. L. Kroeber and Edward Sapir (anthropology);
John Maurice Clark and Frank H. Knight (economics); W. Y. Elliott and
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George E. G. Gatlin (political science); Heinrich Klüver and Robert S.
Woodworth (psychology); Floyd Allport and Kimball Young (social 
psychology); Philip Klein (social work); Raoul Blanchard and K. C.
McMurry (social geography); and Henri Pirenne and Sidney B. Fay
(history).

Another means of stimulating interest in method was the post-doctoral
fellowship program of the Social Science Research Council. The program
was designed to encourage young scholars to improve their scientific
equipment by adding a new technique to their primary specialization.

The Consequences of Depression and War

It is against the background of stress on improving the sciences of man
by sharpening the tools of research that subsequent developments need
to be set. No one seriously doubts that the level of technical excellence
of American social science rose between World War I and World War II
despite the Depression. When the second of the wars came, new disci-
plines were well enough evolved to join the older specialties in making
themselves felt.

Economics continued to make great contributions in the mobilization
of the American economy for World War II. It is generally agreed that
the courageous forecasts and plans of a key group of economists on the
War Production Board had a decisive impact on the tempo of effective
participation by this country. I refer particularly to the work of Stacy
May, Simon Kuznets, Robert Nathan, and their associates. (Kuznets was
one of Professor Wesley C. Mitchell’s most productive associates in the
study of business cycles at the National Bureau of Economic Research.)

Psychologists were far more numerous and effective in World War II
than in the previous one. Besides developments in intelligence testing,
there had been between the wars great advances in measuring aptitudes
and personality structure. Sociologists and social psychologists came
more prominently into the picture than in the first war. Professor Samuel
A. Stouffer and his associates made continuous and systematic studies 
of the attitudes prevailing among military personnel, utilizing and 
developing the quantitative procedures evolved between the wars by 
Professor L. L. Thurstone and others.
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In the light of the successes achieved, there is no reason to doubt that
the stress put upon quantitative method is amply vindicated. It will con-
tinue to inspire ambitious young scholars in the field of human relations.
There are, however, grounds for forecasting a somewhat different
emphasis among social scientists in the coming years. The battle for
method is won. It is likely that social and psychological scientists will be
sufficiently sure of themselves to take method for granted and to put the
emphasis on the choice of significant problems on which to apply and
evolve method. This is the point at which considerations of policy come
into the picture.

Knowledge for What?

Although the importance of quantitative method was the dominant
theme in interwar social science, there were many indications of rising
preoccupation with policy. A vigorous and early exponent of the policy
approach was Professor Robert S. Lynd of Columbia University, joint
author of certain classical community studies and long the secretary of
the Social Science Research Council. Professor Lynd gave a series of lec-
tures at Princeton University in 1939 under the title “Knowledge for
What?” in which he insisted upon the importance of utilizing all avail-
able means of acquiring knowledge in order to cope with the gigantic
crises of our time.

The policy approach is not to be confounded with the superficial idea
that social scientists ought to desert science and engage full time in prac-
tical politics. Nor should it be confused with the suggestion that social
scientists ought to spend most of their time advising policy-makers on
immediate questions. Although it may be wise for scholars to devote
more time to active affairs, the most fruitful policy science idea is dif-
ferent. The point is that all the resources of our expanding social science
need to be directed toward the basic conflicts in our civilization which
are so vividly disclosed by the application of scientific method to the
study of personality and culture. A fundamental picture of American
culture and personality has been drawn by the accumulating results of
modern research—by sociologists, anthropologists, psychiatrists, and
psychologists.

92 Harold Lasswell



Choosing Fundamental Problems

The basic emphasis of the policy approach, therefore, is upon the 
fundamental problems of man in society, rather than upon the topical
issues of the moment. The combined efforts of modern research workers
have disclosed roots of tension within our civilization of which we 
were previously unaware. The difficulties which we face in operating 
economic and political institutions are obvious to all. What has 
eluded scientific and policy attention is a large number of the human
factors which prevent the resolution of these difficulties by rational
means. Building on the work of Freud and other psychopathologists,
Harry Stack Sullivan and other psychiatrists traced in detail the 
fundamental importance of self-esteem for the healthy evolution of
human personality. Unless the infant and the child are able to love 
themselves, they are incapable of loving others. Interferences with the
growth of a healthy conception of the self lead to the warping of per-
sonality into destructiveness. Sullivan and his associates discovered that
the true field of the psychiatrist is not the isolated individual organism
but the context of interpersonal relations in which the individual lives.
By studying the psychotic, neurotic, and psychopathic manifestations 
of distorted development, these psychiatrists discovered the way in which
specific patterns of culture warp the growth of congenial and productive
interpersonal relations. Once discovered and exposed, these sources of
human destructiveness can be changed. The basis is laid for a profound
reconstruction of culture by continual study and emendation, and 
not by (or certainly not alone by) the traditional methods of political
agitaton.

At an early date in his work, Dr. Sullivan and certain colleagues
reached out for cooperation with social scientists. The interplay of psy-
chiatrists, child psychologists, anthropologists, and other social scientists
has cast a brilliant light on the impact of culture on personality forma-
tion. Among anthropologists, for example, the contributions of Ruth
Benedict, Margaret Mead, Ralph Linton, and Clyde Kluckhohn are rep-
resentative of the best.2
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The Use of Models

There is scarcely a corner of human society that has not been seen in
new perspective as a result of modern psychiatry. One significant feature
of this development is that while use is made of careful observation, mea-
surement, and record making, quantification is relegated to a relatively
secondary position. The richness of the context in the study of interper-
sonal relations is such that it can be expressed only in part in quantita-
tive terms. Convincing results can be obtained by studies which are but
partially summarized in numbers. An excellent example of this type of
contribution to science and policy is the report by Alexander Leighton
on human relations in a relocation camp for “Japanese” operated by the
United States government during the last war.3

The problem of dealing with complex relationships has given to many
social scientists more insight into the creative use of models in scientific
work. The models may be in prose, and they can be long or short. The
models may be in mathematical notation and, if so, they may be related
to magnitudes which can or cannot be measured. (Professor Arrow deals
with the function of scientific models in his chapter in the present book.)
Social scientists and psychiatrists have always derived their most fruitful
hypotheses from rather complicated models. Good examples are the con-
ceptions put forward by Freud of the oral, anal, and genital types of per-
sonality; or the types of leaders and power relations described by Max
Weber, who wrote at some length on the methodological role of “ideal
types.” When one thinks in basic policy terms, it is essential to operate
with models whose elaboration is sufficient to enable the investigator to
deal with complex institutional situations.

The significance that revised models have for science and policy was
strikingly exemplified in the 1930s. The New Deal of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt was a brilliant success in the sense that a far-reaching economic
crisis was met by policies which were far short of the authoritarian mea-
sures of a Fascist or Communist state. This result was achieved, in part,
because of the aid which the government received from economists, many
of whom had been liberated from the cramping doctrines of classical eco-
nomic analysis by the ideas of Alvin Hansen in the United States and of
John Maynard Keynes in England. There was nothing new about the
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general idea that the government ought to do something if a mass unem-
ployment crisis developed. But the idea had no rational roots in the pre-
vailing conception among economists of how the free market system
operated. Recurring depressions were thought of simply as “frictions”
within the system, and government action was grudgingly justified—
when it was accepted at all—as a means of dealing with miscellaneous
“frictions.” The Keynes-Hansen approach was very different. Instead of
dismissing prolonged mass unemployment as a result of frictions, Keynes
and Hansen showed that unemployment could result from the structure
of the free economy itself. If left to themselves, private economic choices
might perpetuate the underuse of labor instead of initiating new enter-
prises to absorb labor. The implications for public policy were obvious:
Government intervention is essential in order to eliminate unemployment
and to set in motion once more the forces of the free market.

This was a remarkable example of the creative results which may
follow, not when new quantifications are made, but when new models
of institutional processes are devised, models which can unify quantita-
tive and nonquantitative observations and point the way to new empir-
ical, theoretical, and policy activities.4

The Clarification of Goals

The policy-science approach not only puts the emphasis upon basic prob-
lems and complex models, but also calls forth a very considerable clar-
ification of the value goals involved in policy. After all, in what sense 
is a problem “basic”? Evaluations depend upon postulates about the
human relations to be called desirable. For purposes of analysis the term
“value” is taken to mean “a category of preferred events,” such as peace
rather than war, high levels of productive employment rather than mass
unemployment, democracy rather than despotism, and congenial and
productive personalities rather than destructive ones.

When the scientist is reminded to take note of value objectives, he
quickly discovers conflicts within culture and within his own personal-
ity. His personality has been shaped in a culture of sharp contradictions
at the levels of theory and fact. On the doctrinal level, there is the
demand to achieve a world community in which the dignity of man is
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realized in theory and fact. There is also the contradictory demand to
make the world safe for “Aryan” or white supremacy. In a word, there
are legacies from the world of caste which prevailed before the French
and American revolutions gave impetus to the idea of social mobility on
the basis of individual merit.

The Policy Sciences of Democracy

It is, I think, safe to forecast that the policy-science approach will bring
about a series of “special” sciences within the general field of the social
sciences, much as the desire to cure has developed a science of medicine
which is distinct from, though connected with, the general science of
biology. In the United States the nature of such special sciences can
already be discerned. The dominant American tradition affirms the
dignity of man, not the superiority of one set of men. Hence it is to be
foreseen that the emphasis will be upon the development of knowledge
pertinent to the fuller realization of human dignity. Let us for conve-
nience call this the evolution of the “policy sciences of democracy.”
Abundant indications are at hand to lend weight to this suggestion.

A glaring discrepancy between doctrine and practice in the United
States is the mistreatment of Negroes and other colored peoples. The
Carnegie Foundation supported a comprehensive survey of trends in
ethnic relations in the United States. The purpose was to disclose the true
state of affairs, to discover the conditioning factors, and to stimulate
policies against discrimination. An American Dilemma: The Negro
Problem and Modern Democracy, edited by Gunnar Myrdal in 1944,
was the outcome.

The initiative for problem-oriented inquiries has been taken not only
by private foundations but also by private associations of businessmen.
Perhaps the most successful example is the Committee for Economic
Development which was organized early in World War II in order to
develop policies which would avoid or mitigate a postwar depression in
the United States. The research program was carried out by a staff of
eminent economists headed by Professor Theodore O. Yntema of the
University of Chicago. On the basis of staff studies which were 
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published, the businessmen made policy suggestions to the government
and to private organizations and individuals. Since the war the Com-
mittee for Economic Development has been continued for the purpose
of developing long-range researches and recommendations for the main-
tenance of a free-market economy. (The figure most prominently associ-
ated with the Committee is its initiator and first head, Paul G. Hoffman.)

The Awareness of Time

The policy orientation carries with it a sharpened sense of time. An
American Dilemma is a good illustration. The project resulting in that
book was chosen because ethnic relations in the United States were rec-
ognized to be of great importance to the future security of the country,
as well as to the realization of democratic aspirations. As a scientist
becomes value-orientated, he accepts or rejects opportunities for research
according to their relevance to all of his goal values, or he initiates
research which contributes to these goals.

It is not necessary for the scientist to sacrifice objectivity in the exe-
cution of a project. The place for nonobjectivity is in deciding what 
ultimate goals are to be implemented. Once this choice is made, the
scholar proceeds with maximum objectivity and uses all available
methods. Further, it is unnecessary to give up the idea of improving
method. All of the foregoing points are exemplified in the Myrdal
inquiry, since the data were gathered and interpreted in a critical spirit,
and methods were improved during the investigation. For example, the
methodological appendix which was prepared by Myrdal has been useful
in spreading certain important patterns of thinking among American
social scientists.

Emphasis on time is not exhausted in the selection of a policy-oriented
project. No sooner do you become interested in future goals than you
look sharply into the present and the past in order to discover the degree
in which trends approximate values. Trends are extrapolated into the
future, and the plausibility of the extrapolation is estimated in the light
of all available knowledge of trends and factors. Alternative lines of
policy are estimated in the same way.
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Space Includes the Globe

The perspective of a policy-oriented science is world-wide, since the
peoples of the world constitute a community. They affect one another’s
destiny. Hence the future of basic objectives depends upon world devel-
opments as a whole.

It is possible to examine world affairs from the point of view of the
invention, diffusion, and restriction of social institutions. In this per-
spective, Moscow is the eruptive center of the world revolutionary
pattern of our time, and one of the tasks of political analysis and man-
agement is to assist or to restrict the diffusion of this pattern. More
specifically, a major problem of our epoch is to bring to completion the
revolutionary processes of our historical period with the smallest human
cost. At least this is a problem of all who believe in the dignity of man
and therefore hope to keep coercion at a minimum.

Developmental Constructs: The World Revolution of Our Time

The policy sciences of democracy, concerned as they are with events on
a global scale in our historical period, must proceed by creating world-
encompassing hypotheses. Speculative models of the principal social
changes in our epoch can be called “developmental constructs.” They
specify the institutional pattern from which we are moving and the
pattern toward which we are going.

Strictly speaking, developmental constructs are not scientific hypothe-
ses, since they do not formulate propositions about interdependence of
factors. A developmental construct refers only to the succession of
events, future as well as past. It should be noted that many hypotheses
about the future purport to have scientific validity, such as the Marxist
conception that the classless society is emerging. But no claim of
“inevitability” can be accepted. Events in the future are not knowable
with absolute certainty in advance: they are partly probable and partly
chance. Developmental constructs are aids in the total task of clarifying
goals, noting trends, and estimating future possibilities.

It is not within the scope of this chapter to present in detail develop-
mental hypotheses about the world revolution of our time. In passing,
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however, it is tempting to remark that a distinction needs to be drawn
between the pattern of the eruptive center of a world revolutionary
movement and the pattern of the world revolution of an epoch. Those
who seized power in Paris in 1789 (and immediately thereafter) were
unmistakably the elite of the eruptive center of that period. But the
pattern which prevailed at that time and place was not identical with 
the revolutionary pattern of the historical epoch as a whole, although
common elements were present. It is apparent that the elite of 1917 in
Moscow can be called the elite of the eruptive center of our time, but it
is very doubtful whether the pattern then prevailing in Moscow has many
elements identical with the world revolutionary pattern of our epoch.
Indeed, one of the major tasks of the policy sciences today is to follow
in detail the processes of social invention, diffusion, and restriction
throughout the globe for the sake of estimating the significance of spe-
cific events.5

The Problem Attitude

An additional feature of the policy orientation is the importance attached
to the act of creative imagination that introduces into the historical
process a new and successful policy. Successful ideas cannot be guaran-
teed in advance. But the problem attitude can be cultivated, which
increases the probability that the thinker will act as a maternity hospi-
tal for the delivery of a historically viable policy proposal. Today the per-
petual crisis stemming from the expectation of violence (whether war or
revolution) calls for the greatest ingenuity in devising policies capable of
reducing the cost of bringing to fruition the aims of a democratically ori-
ented policy science. This is not only a matter of improving the organi-
zation of the United Nations and other official agencies. It is also a
question of introducing a current of salutary transformations wherever
policy is made.

The Building of Institutions

The policy scientist is far more interested in evaluating and reconstruct-
ing the practices of society than in his private ratiocination about the
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higher abstractions from which his values are derived. This choice carries
with it the de-emphasizing of much of the traditional baggage of meta-
physics and theology. An example of what may be expected is the work
of John Dewey and other American philosophers of pragmatism who
quickly moved to the consideration of social institutions. (Dewey, for
instance, launched an experimental school movement.) This inclination
of the policy scientist has been expedited by the logical positivism of
Rudolf Carnap and his associates, although Carnap has not personally
drawn the implications. However, some implications are reasonably
evident. If terms are intended to designate events, they do not have stable
reference until “operational indexes” are specified. Indexes are opera-
tional when they can be applied by an observer with descriptive inten-
tions, competence, and equipment, who occupies an observational
standpoint in relation to a field of events to be described. The observa-
tional standpoint is the procedure used in entering the situation for data-
gathering (“protocol-making”) purposes.6

The key terms which are used in the policy sciences refer to meanings,
and contexts of meaning are changeable. The significance of this is that
operational indexes chosen for key words in the social sciences are less
stable than the indexes usually employed by physical scientists to
describe the events with which they are concerned. Hence we speak of
the “index instability” of terms in the policy sciences.

Since operational indexes are unstable, it is necessary to provide for
continuous surveys in order to keep operational indexes properly cali-
brated. The observable characteristics of certain class groups shift
through time, for example, and it is therefore necessary to respecify the
characteristics which are essential to the identification for descriptive
purposes of a given class member.

The technical considerations which have just been outlined reinforce
other incentives which induce social and psychological scientists to
improve institutions for the self-observation of man in society. One of
the most creative suggestions which has been made by and to UNESCO,
for instance, is the setting up of a continuing survey of international
tension. Activities of this kind are essential if we are to clarify the goals,
trends, factors, and alternatives appropriate to the policy sciences of
democracy.
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The international polling operations which are now in existence are
important steps toward providing more significant information than we
have had in the past about the thoughts and feelings of mankind.

Closely connected with the setting-up of comprehensive institutions of
self-observation is the use of pretesting procedures to assist in the eval-
uation of policy alternatives. In the world of business, pretesting has been
carried to a high level of technical perfection. Minor variations in the
ingredients of new products or changes in packaging are tested in a few
places which provide samples (in the statistical sense) of potential con-
sumer reactions. Personnel policies are sometimes pretested in a few
plants before they are extended to all the plants controlled by a corpo-
ration. Systematic pretesting can be extended from the market to many
other situations in society.

Social Scientists Are Not the Sole Contributors to the Policy Sciences

One outcome of the policy science conception which has begun to man-
ifest itself in the United States is a more explicit awareness of the fact
that social scientists are not the only contributors to the policy sciences.
It is true that specialists in social and psychological theory will improve
the basic analysis of the policy-forming process itself. But there is some
recognition of the fact that men of experience in active policy-making
can make greater contributions to basic analysis than the academic
experts have admitted. Men of affairs often watch themselves and others
in business, government, and similar institutions with great intellectual
curiosity and objectivity. Some of these active participants evolve theo-
ries of the process that deserve careful criticism in the light not only of
expert opinion but also of factual inquiry. Usually the men of action lack
the incentives to write technical books or articles in which their theories
are systematized and confronted by available data.7 But it is enormously
fruitful for the academic specialist to take some of these ideas and give
them the necessary systematization and evaluation.

In order to bring the academician and the active policy-maker into
fruitful association, new institutions are needed (or rather, modifications
are needed in existing institutions). The seminar is already utilized for
this purpose in many institutions of higher learning, as in the Graduate
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School of Business and the Littauer School (devoted to government) at
Harvard. Many national organizations of public administrators main-
tain headquarters close to the University of Chicago, an arrangement that
fosters contact between the faculty of the University and the staff
members of the organizations. Because of the rapid growth of public
administration as a learned profession in the United States, the interplay
of university-trained intellectuals and public officials (and leaders) is
made easy. Until recently the law schools of the United States were
wholly given over to the narrowest imaginable conception of profes-
sional training. The curriculum consisted in the memorizing and discus-
sion of the decisions (and supporting opinions) of the appellate courts.
In recent times there has been a broadening of the curriculum to include
factual information about the social consequences of legal doctrines and
procedures. The Yale Law School has been a pioneer in this change, even
to the extent of appointing social scientists to the faculty.

The policy-science approach has the further implication that is
includes, in addition to knowledge about the policy-making process
itself, the assembling and evaluating of knowledge—from whatever
source—which appears to have an important bearing upon the major
policy problems of the time. Today, for example, the knowledge of
atomic and other forms of energy which is in the possession of the physi-
cists and other natural scientists has great and obvious relevance to world
security. Creative interchange is needed between the physicists, the social
scientists, and the men of action.8 The cultivation of the technique of
bringing about easy co-operation among “interdisciplinary teams” is one
of the principal tasks of an evolving policy science.

Summary

Between the two world wars, American social and psychological sciences
emphasized the improvement of method, especially quantitative method.
There resulted a general raising of the level of competence in the making
of primary observations and in the processing of data. Recently there is
a tendency to take method more for granted and to put the accent upon
applying method to problems that promise to make a contribution to
policy. We can think of the policy sciences as the disciplines concerned
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with explaining the policy-making and policy-executing process, and
with locating data and providing interpretations which are relevant to
the policy problems of a given period. The policy approach does not
imply that energy is to be dissipated on a miscellany of merely topical
issues, but rather that fundamental and often neglected problems which
arise in the adjustment of man in society are to be dealt with. The policy
approach does not mean that the scientist abandons objectivity in gath-
ering or interpreting data, or ceases to perfect his tools of inquiry. The
policy emphasis calls for the choice of problems which will contribute
to the goal values of the scientist, and the use of scrupulous objectivity
and maximum technical ingenuity in executing the projects undertaken.
The policy frame of reference makes it necessary to take into account
the entire context of significant events (past, present, and prospective) in
which the scientist is living. This calls for the use of speculative models
of the world revolutionary process of the epoch, and puts the techniques
of quantification in a respected though subordinate place. Because of the
instability of meaning of the indexes available to give operational defin-
ition to key terms, it is particularly important to develop specialized insti-
tutions to observe and report world developments. This permits the
pretesting of possible changes in social practice before they are intro-
duced on a vast scale. It is probable that the policy-science orientation
in the United States will be directed toward providing the knowledge
needed to improve the practice of democracy. In a word, the special
emphasis is upon the policy sciences of democracy, in which the ultimate
goal is the realization of human dignity in theory and fact.

Notes

1. Charles E. Merriam, New Aspects of Politics (1925), p. xiii.

2. Dr. Sullivan’s work is best read in the pages of Psychiatry, the journal pub-
lished by the William Alanson White Psychiatric Foundation, Washington, D.C.,
with which Sullivan was connected before his death in 1949. Ruth Benedict was
professor of anthropology at Columbia at the time of her death in 1948. Her
most influential book was Patterns of Culture (1934). Margaret Mead and Clyde
Kluckhohn are contributors to [The Policy Sciences]. For an introduction to
Linton, see Linton (ed.), The Science of Man in the World Crisis (1945).

3. The Governing of Men (1945).
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4. Note the following title: E. Ronald Walker, From Economic Theory to Policy
(1943).

5. I may be permitted to refer to my own writings in which certain of these dis-
tinctions have been developed. The earliest exposition is in World Politics and
Personal Insecurity (1935). More accessible is The Analysis of Political Behav-
iour: An Empirical Approach, published in 1948 in the “International Library
of Sociology and Social Reconstruction” edited by Karl Mannheim. See partic-
ularly Part II. My 1941 developmental construct of “the garrison state” is
reprinted in The Analysis of Political Behaviour.

6. Besides Carnap and his school, Alfred Korzybski has been widely read. See
his Science and Sanity (1933).

7. Chester Barnard is an exception to this statement. While an active business
executive he published the well-received The Functions of the Executive (1938).
Barnard is now president of the Rockefeller Foundation. The Committee of
Public Administration Cases (Social Science Research Council) has built up case
studies of policy formation by examining written records, and also by inter-
viewing the participants.

8. Successes and failures along this line are often noted in The Bulletin of Atomic
Scientists, published in Chicago.
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5
National Information Policy

Donald M. Lamberton
1974

National information policy can be viewed as embracing efforts to put
into practice the basic notion that the social and economic system will
function more efficiently if improved information-flows to the decision-
making centers can be ensured. This notion underlies much of the effort
directed to such seemingly diverse activities as mass education, market
research, financial analysis, research and development (R and D) and
social management techniques, such as national income accounting and
input-output analysis. Each reflects a belief in the efficacy of expenditure
on better information; in each case a variety of problems emerges.

Introduction

How can we ensure that the information-flows are tailored to the needs
of the moment of decision? How accurate must the information be? How
quickly must the information be made available? How much should we
rely upon the utilization of existing information, as opposed to the pro-
duction of new information? Who should have control over the existing
stock and the new flows of information? Who should make the decisions
about which information should be preserved and produced? Implicit in
these questions is acceptance of the fact that information, as other
resources, is not a free good. The passage of time does yield a flow of
information to the observer, and this may seem to involve negligible cost.
In contrast, the production, storage, dissemination and utilization of
society’s stock of information resources is an expensive business, as indi-
cated by the huge allocation of resources to formal education, R and D,
communications, consumer education, market research and the like. The



essence of national information policy, then, emerges as a problem of
resource allocation to achieve national objectives. Clearly, national infor-
mation policy decisions must be coordinated with a very wide range of
other policy actions; furthermore, equally clearly, information is a pre-
condition for identifying objectives. 

To emphasize the allocation of resources might seem to imply that the
problems of national information policy are purely economic. However,
the point and purpose of the last several centuries of economic thought
can be viewed as a search for an answer to the question whether pursuit
of private gain can lead to coherence rather than chaos. This question
has been basic to economic analysis since 1776, when Adam Smith’s The
Wealth of Nations was published. Smith, sensing the emergent form of
industrialized society, assigned a key role to the division of labor. In doing
so, he eulogized the free market system, but overlooked the fact that
changing technology permitted both division of labor and economy of
labor; those who could not adapt suffered unemployment. More per-
ceptive writers who followed him were to provide the nineteenth-century
accounts of future shock. 

In an updated, computerized society version of Smith’s doctrine, Rawls
and Arrow have recently interpreted the role of information in society as
a cohesive force.1 If, as they argue, the harmony of social union stems in
large part from a natural complementarity among the limited and differ-
ent information possessed by individuals and groups of individuals, this
is clearly the concern of those involved in the process of national infor-
mation policy formation. Rights in the use of information can give rise
to conflicts of interest, the resolution of which must be a policy objective. 

It is helpful to look at the role of information from another vantage
point. A recent study of the decline of empires2 gave great importance
to growing tensions, lessened cooperation and selfishness. One might
argue that group or national identity presupposes a reasonably well-
developed information system and that conflict which destroys that 
identity results from suspension of communication.

Science versus Information Policy

Historically, policy efforts were directed towards one kind of informa-
tion: scientific knowledge. As early as the 1830s Charles Babbage, inven-
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tor of the computer, advocated a national science policy, and early in the
present century the English economist Alfred Marshall favored state
action to encourage and strengthen British technology in the face of
foreign trade competition. The impact of wars, much more than con-
scious efforts to use science in the solution of social problems, widened
the concept of policy to embrace both science and technology. Basic sta-
tistics for policy guidance were developed and characteristically related
to expenditure on research—pure and applied—and development. In the
main a highly simplified, linear conception of the links between science
and technology prevailed: scientific advance spawned new technologies
which were implemented in the process of industrialization, with a con-
sequential improvement in human welfare.

The last decade has seen widespread efforts to extend the scope of dis-
cussion beyond scientific and technological information to a broader
concept of information. These efforts have moved along three lines. First,
there was the addition of social science. This is illustrated by the devel-
opments at the Tavistock Institute in London where it was generally held
that to consider any branch of science in isolation could only lead “to a
fragmented, unbalanced, and unsatisfying result.”3 Likewise, the Orga-
nization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), after
playing a major innovatory role in the study and implementation of
science policy, came to favor the extension of science and technology
policy to include social sciences.4 Second, a systems approach led natu-
rally to consideration of scientific and technological information in rela-
tion to other kinds of information services: to education, including
learning-by-doing, mass media, libraries and travel. Third, attention
focussed on the new information technologies—for example, computers
and satellites—which seemed to symbolize the movement of society into
a new industrial revolution: the information revolution.

At this point in time all three strands are intertwined, as is amply
demonstrated in the proceedings of the Intergovernmental Bureau of
Informatics First World Conference on Informatics in Government held
in Florence in 1971 and the World Congress on Human Communication
held in Barcelona in 1973 organized by Asociación de Comunicación
Humana y Ecología. One supposes that it is no accident that this same
period has witnessed the emergence of a critique of economic growth-
manship which favors the sacrifice of some traditional benefits of 
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economic growth to ensure that diseconomies, or regrettables as Kuznets
called them long ago, are minimized.

The Decision Process   
As G. L. S. Shackle has made clear . . . decision—decision which is 
creative—is the human predicament. Available information can never be
sufficient to change a decision problem into a matter of routine. The
most fundamental case for an information policy rests on this proposi-
tion. However, the case is strengthened when one looks more closely at
the component activities in the operation of an information system.
These activities were classified in the eloquent title of a paper by
Marschak: “Economics of Inquiring, Communicating, Deciding.”5

Each of these activities is indispensable in a technologically and orga-
nizationally efficient total information process. A decision-unit’s overall
efficiency, its responsiveness to change and its innovatory power depend
upon the performance of these highly complementary activities. Never-
theless, we should not think of fixed proportions. Trade-offs will be pos-
sible. Some units will be better at inquiring than communicating, just as
now we recognize that profit differentials are attributable to relative firm
skills in, say, production and marketing. An old-fashioned approach
would have stopped short with a reference to rents and entrepreneurial
skills.

Given the pervasiveness of the information needs among decision
makers—that is, their total dependence upon information-flows in a
rapidly changing world—it should be no surprise that the only compre-
hensive study of knowledge production and distribution in an advanced
industrial country, the United States, estimated that these activities might
account for between 23 to 29 percent of gross national product.6 Other
studies of the input-output type indicate that general inputs into eco-
nomic activity, such as information and energy costs, have been increas-
ing in relative importance.

An information industry of impressive proportions has developed
domestically in industrialized countries and has extended across the
world, but even this does not reach the heart of the policy concern today.
Economists, Marxist and non-Marxist alike, have long argued that tech-
nological change is the primary determinant of growth and structural
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change. Today this finds expression in the expectation that the multi-
faceted information industry may hold the key to the future welfare of
industrialized countries. If so, it may be ushering in the next chapter in
the continuing story of attempts to bridge the gap between the rich and
poor nations. For access to information, which perhaps explains the
success of multinational corporations, might have been the means to 
relative gains for the poor nations. However, the advanced countries, or
their business units, seemingly have the advantage and will retain the
advantage in the combined function of inquiring, communicating and
deciding. This suggests an urgent need both to promote the idea of inter-
national information policy and to explore the nature of international
information systems.

Information Policy and Its Problems   
Policy must be more than a statement of some desired future state of
affairs; it must be more than prescription of a method of dealing with 
a well-defined problem. Policy is, as Shackle says, “the generic name of
any formulation, simple or complex, vague or exact, general or special,
discretionary or detailed, of guidance for action in the face of circum-
stances which, lying necessarily in the future, can be approached only by
conjecture and imagination.”7

Applying this concept of policy to information, it becomes apparent
that there are fundamental difficulties in relying upon the economist’s
notion of efficiency as such a guidance for action. For that ambiguous
notion is derived in respect of a hypothetical state of affairs called 
perfectly competitive equilibrium which presupposes perfect knowledge.
Many attempts to define perfect knowledge have achieved little; the 
most useful is Boulding’s suggestion that perfect means costless.8

How, then, can one account for the existence of such a large informa-
tion industry?

However, this is running ahead of our theme. Consider the question:
do we spend too much—or too little—on science and technology? The
case for the present levels of expenditure being too low was based on
the existence of indivisibilities, inappropriability and uncertainty. A given
piece of information was said to be indivisible. Without suitable and
effective legal protection, the benefits of information could not be fully
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appropriated by its possessor. Furthermore, the production of informa-
tion was well known to be a risky business. It was widely held that these
conditions inevitably led to too little being spent on science and tech-
nology. Private incentives were inadequate to ensure that what was
socially justifiable would be carried out. 

This conclusion and its policy implications found favor in industrial-
ized countries regardless of their ism classification. Science became the
operative ideology. This ideology suited government, industry, the 
military-industrial complex and professionalized groups. It found favor
in less developed countries for a similar set of reasons, as well as for an
important additional one: from emulation of the industrialized countries
or from a deeper kind of hope, science was seen as the solution to social
problems and at times was equated with Marxism. 

Yet, there is a flaw in the argument. It takes as given the organization
of the decision-making units; furthermore, it ignores the possible,
perhaps inevitable, interactions between the information-flows and types
of organization. For example, there may be very important economies
of scale in the separate activities of inquiring, communicating and decid-
ing and even more important advantages in linking these activities.9

The manner in which organization, information, expectation and 
decision are interconnected was demonstrated in a significant paper by
Hirshleifer.10 He argued most effectively that a too narrow view had been
taken of the information process and emphasized the complex effects of
technological change upon both anticipated and realized profits. He illus-
trated the basic point by reference to Eli Whitney’s invention of the
cotton gin. Whitney battled to protect his patent rights while others made
large profits from the consequent price revaluations in cotton, slaves,
land, key transport sites and financial assets.

Once the positive incentive of these pecuniary, redistributive changes is
taken into account, there is no longer a clear-cut case that there must be
too little expenditure on science and technology. The net effect must be
known. This cannot be established a priori; it will depend upon the nature
of the scientific and technological changes, the scope of the decision
maker’s activities—for example, the extent of integration of materials 
and machine producing activities with manufacturing and marketing—
and the efficiency of the decision maker’s information system. 
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The inconclusiveness of this debate has now been recognized,11 but
some of the implications have not as yet been appreciated. First, policy
must give attention to the design of institutions, and it would seem that
competence in this would be aided by more effort to study the process
of policy formation. In particular, comparative studies of information
utilization by individuals, agencies and even countries would be useful.

Second, if current decisions are more a reflection of a science ideology
than a reasoned economic analysis of social benefits and costs, it is
important to find out what does currently determine the allocation of
resources to science, technology and information activities, generally.
One suspects that the distribution of economic power—including that of
industry, some governmental agencies and established professionalized
groups—would prove to be the dominant consideration. Should this be
so, it casts doubts on the very notion of a national information policy.

Third, we might say that we should be a little less ambitious. If social
evaluation is not yet possible at a national aggregate level, it might nev-
ertheless be possible to make a reasonable evaluation at a less aggregated
level. We might then turn to individual research projects. An examina-
tion of a list of approvals by an Australian national funding body yielded
the following projects: high energy physics; setting up a breeding colony
for marsupials; social and economic teachings of the canonists and 
theologians 1141–1234. Techniques for comparative evaluation of such
projects are most certainly lacking, and such approvals must reflect the
status quo.

Fourth, models which distinguish the component activities—inquiring,
communicating and deciding—and, further, which substitute more
complex relationships for the simple linear view of science and technol-
ogy might pave the way for a better understanding of the processes of
change in modern society. They have already suggested research12 which
attempts to classify information inputs into decisions and, in time, may
make possible improvement in decision rules for the allocation of
resources to these different, but complementary, activities.

Property and Power
Property rights in information may be less well defined and less enforce-
able than property rights in real assets. However, the growth of the 
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information industry suggests that information, as do other resources,
confers both profit and power.

Much thought about income shares derives from a static, timeless 
economics. Consider the customary categories: wages, profit and 
rent. These emerged with the early stages of the Industrial Revolution.
What was then significant in terms of technology, social classes and polit-
ical power is no longer appropriate. If in our contemporary world infor-
mation resources are the most important requirement for economic
growth, the analysis of income shares ought to mirror that state of
affairs. 

No one owns the unexpected, but it seems likely that this resource—
as has land, minerals, buildings and machines—has already become the
basis of economic and political power. For this reason Alvin Toffler’s
Future Shock adhocracy seems an unlikely development. There has been
a secular boom in education, and a new property class has emerged to
perform the communication, coordination and control functions needed
in the information revolution.

On the domestic scene, as well as the international, the information
revolution is bringing structural change. Information is a resource, and
control over resources permits the exercise of power and the securing of
profit. Insofar as egalitarian principles are put into practice, information
policy may prove to be the most important instrument. Those responsi-
ble for shaping information policy must determine the appropriate mix
of information inputs to achieve social objectives, while at the same time
they must have regard for equity considerations.
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The Symbolic Uses of Effects: Notes on the
Television Violence Inquiries and the
Legitimation of Mass Communications
Research

Willard D. Rowland, Jr.
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Introduction: Focus and Method

Even without the reminders by historians such as Daniel Boorstin (1974)
and David Noble (1958), it has been all too apparent that the experi-
ence of 20th century American life has been increasingly ambiguous and
that fundamental paradoxes persist. The strengths and meanings of many
of our principal institutions and values have been widely called into ques-
tion, we never seem able to break cleanly with the mistakes of the past,
and expressions of the attendant uncertainties may be found in various
cultural and political forums.

Public policy concerns about the role of mass communication in 
American life and related questions about human social behavior repre-
sent two such expressions. This chapter summarizes a much more com-
prehensive study of a major aspect of those two concerns—the issue of
research into the effects of violence on television and how it has been
used in the policy-making process for broadcasting (Rowland, 1981).
The history and institutional interactions reviewed here constitute an
examination of the public attempts through the vehicle of legislative
oversight and the language of social science to comprehend and inter-
pret the significance of mass communication and its content.

This approach rises out of the developing tradition of critical cultural
studies with its emphasis on history and symbolic analysis. To paraphrase
the political scientist Murray Edelman (1964), this is a study of the sym-
bolic uses of communications effects research. Edelman strives to call
“attention to wide gulfs between our solemnly taught, common sense
assumptions about what political institutions do and what they actually



do” (p. 2). He asks us “to look searchingly at every unquestioned or
widely taught assumption about how government works, for it is a key
characteristic of myth that it is generally unquestioned, widely taught
and believed, and that the myth has consequences, though not the ones
it literally proclaims” (p. 4).

The general subject matter of the research reported here is the inter-
action among the federal, political process of communications policy-
making, the broadcasting industry, the public or citizens’ interest groups
and the communications effects research community. The specific focus
is upon the terms of this interaction as it bears on the question of the
effects of violence on television, and in keeping with Edelman’s charge,
the study examines the beliefs implicit in these relationships and the con-
sequences that derive therefrom. Thus, the research treats the concerns
with violence and with television as essentially symbolic issues, as prob-
lems bespeaking the uncertainties of the modern era.

The major institutions and figures in this study are the congressmen,
commissions, staffs and bureaucracies that have provided the forum for
debate of the television effects issue; the prominent spokesmen for com-
munications research who have become principal actors on that stage;
the reformers who have tried to carve out a larger role in the policy
drama; and the management and research figures in the broadcasting
industry who have sought to influence the form and substance of the
play. In focusing on these leading actors the research is informed by that
approach to intellectual history that Hugh Duncan, building on Kenneth
Burke’s notion of historiography as parable, calls a “dramatic recon-
struction” (Burke, 1965, p. 274; Duncan, 1970, p. 50). It responds to
and tries to capture the flavor of the emerging set of linkages among the
institutions and patterns of thought in 20th century industry, politics,
reform, communications and the academy.

The full study is organized in three parts. Part I traces the early history
of mass communications research in the context of the rise of American
social science research, giving particular emphasis to the association of
science with industrial and political needs in public policy-making. Part
II presents the history of violence effects research in interaction with 
the almost continuous political inquiry into the impact of television,
examining the relationships among the principal interested institutional
parties. Finally, Part III reviews some of the academic and political impli-
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cations of this history, stressing the symbolic uses of the violence effects
research efforts and their role in shaping popular imagery and public
policy toward television. The remainder of this paper summarizes the
findings and argument of all three parts of the complete report.

Effects Research as a Mediator of Television

A comprehensive social history of mass communications effects research
remains unwritten. Summaries of the literature abound, and popular
textbooks now present standard descriptive chronologies. Typical oft-
cited reviews have been those contained in Klapper (1960), Weiss (1969),
DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach (1975), Katz (1977), and Comstock et al.
(1978). But most such accounts mainly attempt to provide legitimation
for mainstream empirical trends in mass communication theory 
and research methodology. Occasionally this effort fosters some atten-
tion to intellectual roots and the processes by which the several theories
and approaches have emerged, competed and variously failed or pre-
vailed. But, as part of a longstanding American tradition of pragmatism
in the social and behavioral sciences, the effects research reviews tend to
cast themselves in light of the applied research needs or trends of the
moment.

There is little inclination in these accounts to perceive developments
in communications and in communications research as part of the
broader American social and political history nor to see the research
developments as expressions of a social science which has also emerged
in interaction with that complex web of changing events and ideas. That
is, the standard chronologies of mass communications effects research
have a relatively shallow historical consciousness. They are published
and faithfully regurgitated in communications curricula with virtually no
recognition of the impact upon such research of general ideological and
sociopolitical developments nor of the cultural significance of the emer-
gence of effects research in association with the rise of science as a pre-
eminent institution in American life.

The Received History of Effects Research
The standard accounts of effects research appear in several sources, 
but may be summarized as follows: During the two decades following
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World War I there emerged widespread concern about the power of 
the developing forms of mass communication. There was disturbing 
evidence of the effective deceptions visited upon public opinion through 
the press and motion pictures by wartime propaganda. Public attendance
at motion pictures increased during the 1920s and then leaped ahead
again with the arrival of sound, pausing only slightly at the outset of 
the Depression. Meanwhile the rapid development of a commercial 
radio industry added further impetus to the redeployment of leisure time
and to the emergence of a national entertainment and information
culture. Responding to widespread anxiety about the moral and social
implications of these developments the sciences of psychology and 
sociology, newly emergent themselves, sought to measure the impact of
these startling, somewhat awesome media. Special studies of such
matters as the effects on children of violence depicted on film, of the 
consequences of the radio broadcast of a science fiction play, of the
causes of changes in voting decisions, and of the effects of official 
campaigns of persuasion during World War II began with the assump-
tion that the mass media have widespread, direct, and powerful 
effects on attitude and behavior. Heavily influenced by general learning
theory and conditioning models in behavioristic psychology these 
studies grew out of a “hypodermic needle” concept of communications
effects.

The received history goes on to argue that, in light of unexpected dis-
coveries in these studies and of ever more sophisticated models, methods
and findings in sociology and social psychology, researchers became
increasingly suspicious of the earlier assumptions about direct effects.
They claimed to have found mounting evidence of important interven-
ing variables and defenses—factors such as the demographic background
of the audience, group dynamics, selective perception and other social
and mental states that could be taken as mitigating the direct impact of
the media or as accounting for considerable portions of the changes
occurring during political and commercial campaigns. The consequent
“limited effects” models tended to exonerate the media, suggesting that
their impact could largely be explained as a function of the social envi-
ronment in which they operate, that at most their effect is to activate
and reinforce preexisting dispositions and that their impact is diffused
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through the interpretative agencies of “opinion leaders” and a “two-step
flow” of communications.

Such histories contend that because of these findings the effects
research program turned away from an examination of “what the media
do to people” toward the study of “what people do with the media.” In
one direction, guided increasingly by diffusion models from rural soci-
ology, communications researchers attempted to trace patterns of inno-
vation and information dissemination and the role of the media therein.
In another direction, due to the failure of causal models, with their unful-
filled promises of empirical generalization and predictability, and due to
the rise in social and organizational sciences of gestalt, systems and other
holistic theories, communications researchers adopted functional models
from general sociology, hoping to find an explanatory framework of
“uses and gratifications” through which audience preferences and reac-
tions are presumably shaped. Later elaborations included attempts to
determine the “agenda setting” functions and, under the influence of
symmetry and balance theories, the “coorientation” uses of communi-
cations media. Here the communications research models respond even
more fully to modern social science concepts of the individual and the
communications process as being well seated in a nexus of social con-
texts and structure. Down another yet somewhat parallel path, respond-
ing to the rise of cognitive development perspectives in psychology, there
has been increased emphasis on “information processing” and applied
formative and critical skills research.

While the emphasis varies from version to version, the essential ele-
ments of the standard history are here. They represent the received view
of an increasingly self-confident, legitimized effects research enterprise.
Such an account does not, however, represent the only way of relating
the story. To better understand the specific history of the violence effects
research tradition it is necessary to recast somewhat the general effects
developments.

An Alternative View of Effects: The Problem of Television Violence
As the received version suggests communications inquiries during the
past two generations have been informed for the most part by the pre-
dominant perspectives of the social and behavioral sciences. In many
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instances developments in communications research have lagged a
decade or so behind the “parent” sciences, but even in those cases where
the association has been closer in time the trend has been one of imita-
tion and following. A fundamental, yet seldom asked question in this
regard is, why should communication studies in the United States be cap-
tured so thoroughly and so early by the empirical sciences?

After World War I, with the rapid spread of film and radio, the eco-
nomic and social impact of mass communication did become a more
serious public issue. Building on earlier important changes in popular
culture these more universally visible, national, economically significant
media became closely associated in the public mind with cultural and
political dislocations that defied easy analysis or acceptance. The
growing complexities and ambiguities of modern life, and the role in
them of new communications technologies and cultural forms, cried out
for explanation.

A normal channel for such interpretation rested in the process of polit-
ical debate over proper legislative options. But the rise of radio placed
the political leadership in a particularly uncomfortable position. The
physical properties of broadcast transmission and fears of monopoly
control led to an unprecedented degree of communications regulation by
government. Limited access to the spectrum dictated a general public
interest mandate that offered licenses under a fiduciary principle. Beyond
requiring an acceptable standard of technical service, that mandate pro-
vided that broadcasters be evaluated on the basis of their programming
performance. Having set such criteria, Congress and its agents, first the
Federal Radio Commission (FRC), later the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC), were faced with establishing and reviewing them.
However, in view of constitutional protections for the freedoms of speech
and press, closely associated with a liberal mythology that accepted the
dangers of governmental censorship, but had difficulty recognizing its
existence in the private, corporate imperatives of competitive commer-
cial communications, regulatory power over broadcasting was severely
constrained. Moreover the Radio Act of 1927 and the Communications
Act of 1934 had been written largely to the specifications of the princi-
pal industry forces so as to preserve the fundamental system of com-
mercial private enterprise control and network programming dominance
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that had been developing prior to their passage. The terms of public
interest broadcasting implied as a major element the preservation of con-
ditions for a stable, profit-making broadcasting business, and no subse-
quent congressional review could ignore the general political economic
environment dictating that that basic system be allowed to proceed
unhampered.

All of these conditions were established before the rise of television,
which of all the ambiguities of modern life was among the most trou-
bling. As Boorstin observes (1974, pp. 390–397), television conquered
America with dizzying speed, extending, segregating and democratizing
experience so as to make everyday life yet more vague and befogged. It
reenergized the debate about the impact of modern communications and
ever changing technology.

In simple structural terms television’s growth during the 1950s greatly
changed patterns of leisure time use and commercial and political prac-
tices. At the outset major consequences included the decline of atten-
dance at movie theaters, the relegation of radio to background music and
news, and the perceived waning of the authority of newspapers. As well,
the consumer goods industries discovered in television a powerful new
marketing tool, and political figures quickly found it necessary to adjust
the style and substance of their campaigns and performances in office in
order to attract and exploit the particular projective characteristics of
the new medium. These developments combined with other changes in
the economy and the political process to enhance the position of national
forms of marketing and distribution and to undermine the power of local
forms of party organization.

In more general terms, the conflicting reactions generated by television
included the extreme poles of evoluation, taking it as both messianic and
demonic. As the newest, most spectacular piece of communications tech-
nology, television was cast by the American progressive tradition as the
repository of hope for a revived democratic process, a stronger set of
social bonds, a richer cultural life and a vastly improved educational
system. On the other hand it was perceived by established institutions
and brokers of morality and values as the latest and most dangerous 
in a series of technological and social inroads on their authority and
status. It represented yet another assault on the family, interpersonal 
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relationships and small-scale, local forms of community by large,
bureaucratic, impersonal and nationally oriented forms of organization.
From this perspective the political, social and cultural orders were in
serous jeopardy. There were several examples of the mixture of love and
fear expressed by many observers not just of television, but also of the
entire developing universe of popular culture.1

This sort of conflict increasingly forced on television the role of light-
ning rod for the storms of public controversy about the nature of con-
temporary life, and it became ever more important to find better ways
to interpret the significance of this latest development in communica-
tions. The public debate required means and terms to mediate the
medium, but the customary interpretative institutions seemed no longer
to be suited for the task. Traditional criticism approached the problem
as a matter of aesthetics, reducing the debate about this pervasive new
experience to the class-struggle terms of high and low culture, more
appropriate in European than American contexts of social and political
commentary. This approach was epitomized in the critiques of “mass-
cult” by Dwight MacDonald (1962). Religious and educational institu-
tions could only fulminate moralistically against television’s content
values and its presumed impact on family and social structures. Such an
attack seemed to become increasingly moot as it became apparent that
it was at least in part motivated by the discoveries of the intellectual,
sacred and instructional domains that once again, as during the earlier
struggles with the film industry (Jowett, 1976), their authority was in the
process of being bypassed by yet another form of popular communica-
tion. Political, educational and religious institutions were all paralyzed
by the conflict between their apprehensions about television and their
various interests in harnessing and exploiting it for themselves and their
definitions of the public interest.

Some have observed that toward the end of television’s first quarter-
century there was an expansion among the active parties-at-interest in
broadcast policy-making. For instance, several sources show how during
the late 1960s and early 1970s the original triumvirate of major policy
setters—the Congress, the FCC, and the broadcast industry—were joined
in new and significant ways by the White House, the courts and the
various groups in the public interest or citizens’ action movement (see
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Krasnow & Longley, 1978; Branscomb & Savage, 1978; Guimary, 1975;
Grundfest, 1976; Cole & Oettinger, 1978). Yet the growing role of the
research community goes generally unacknowledged. Standard textbook
histories take note of the research issues, but such accounts are largely
attempts to relate the trends in the theories of effects (e.g., Head, 1976;
DeFleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1975). In virtually no cases have the principal
sources on broadcasting and public policy-making for it recognized the
institution of research—and more importantly the ideas associated with
its particular language, assumptions and methods—as of at least equal
importance with the other institutions in the changing terms of reference
for debate at all levels about the significance of and the necessary
response to television.

Since the normal channels of interpretation had proved unequal to the
mediating task, and since it had become accustomed to doing so in other
areas of public policy, the political and popular imagination seized on
the investigative promise of science to an increasingly significant degree
for the television policy debate. For over a century science had steadily
grown to undergird a widening range of advances in industrial and com-
mercial enterprise. For nearly as long, certain aspects of science had also
been finding their way into prominence in governmental policy-making
(Lyons, 1969).2 Beginning with engineering and the natural sciences in
matters of defense, agriculture, and public works and then with statis-
tics and economics in matters of social planning. The political process
and its attendant bureaucracies later became adept at employing the
increasingly self-confident forms of applied sociology and psychology.
During the second quarter of the 20th century the social and behavioral
sciences began to make themselves indispensible elements in public plan-
ning for a variety of programs in social reform and welfare. With the
ground well prepared by this experience in the applied use of social
science, the dilemmas encountered in the rise of electronic mass com-
munication could be seen as perhaps equally susceptible to social scien-
tific investigation and analysis.

That the record of social science in public policy-making was far from
clearly successful and appropriate was irrelevant. American corporate
and government affairs were seen as a series of problems to be solved.
Public policy involved less debate over ends and more over means; the
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issues were those of technique and engineering, not values and morals.
The comfortable association of industrial and political objectives dic-
tated a science that was long on technical sophistication and short on
epistemological reflection. With goals unspecified, only implicit in the
overall structure of commercial and political enterprise, the primary cri-
teria for evaluation were validity, reliability, efficiency and objectivity.
From a more removed perspective, particularly that of the philosophy of
science and hermeneutics (e.g., Habermas, 1971), the existence of such
attributes in social science has come to be highly debatable. Neverthe-
less the image of their certainty and irrefutability was well entrenched.
Their acceptance meshed neatly into the interaction of industrial, polit-
ical, communications and academic interests.

Moreover the tradition of applied research in American science began
to develop an institutional form in the social and behavioral sciences that
had considerable significance for the focus of the emerging studies of
communication. That is, as reflected in the creation of the Bureau 
of Applied Social Research at Columbia university, a product largely of
cooperation among Frank Stanton of CBS, Paul Lazarsfeld, Hadley
Cantril, and the Rockefeller Foundation, there emerged a structure for
the pursuit of audience research in the United States rooted firmly in a
combination of fascination with empirical social science methodology,
practical marketing research experience and broadcast industry com-
mercial and political needs (see Bartos, 1977; Lazarsfeld, 1969). The
early efforts of the Bureau involved two important problems faced by
the broadcasting industry. One was the vital need to develop a better
ratings research capacity that would demonstrate radio’s ability to
compete with the print media as an effective advertising tool. The second
problem was to show that, in spite of all the then current criticism by
some in Congress and the FCC, this privately-held, commercially-
motivated, and network-dominated medium was in fact exercising its
public trust obligations under the law and was providing a socially
responsible service.

The legacy of the Bureau was at least two-fold. One, developing on
the margins of the academy during the 1930s and World War II, it served
as a vehicle for contract research underwritten by both industry and gov-
ernment, often jointly, and as such it became a model for the develop-
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ment during the post-war arrival of television for a host of centers, insti-
tutes and schools of communication research that also depended heavily
on commercial and governmental grant funding. Two, the work of the
Bureau, represented by the long string of research anthologies edited by
Stanton and Lazarsfeld (Lazarsfeld, 1940; Lazarsfeld & Stanton, 1941,
1944, 1949), the series of “People Look at . . .” audience reports begun
by Lazarsfeld and since carried on in different guises by Steiner, Bower
and Roper (Lazarsfeld & Field, 1946; Lazarsfeld & Kendall, 1948;
Steiner, 1963; Bower, 1973; Roper, 1979), the seminal campaign studies
of Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944) and Lazarsfeld and Katz
(1955), and the limited effects work of Klapper (1960), helped set the
agenda for much of a whole generation of American mass communica-
tions scholarship growing up in those new applied research centers. Yet
the origins of all that work in the Bureau—its commercial and political
purposes—remain obscure in the contemporary communications
research consciousness.

Another contributing thread to the genesis of American communica-
tions research during the War years was the interaction through the
Office of War Information, the Army’s Information and Education 
Division and other aspects of the Allied propaganda and behavioral
research efforts of communications industry and government officials
with a substantial body of behaviorial and social scientists who were
turning their attention increasingly to communications problems. In
addition to Lazarsfeld, Stanton, Cantril, and Berelson, this nexus of con-
tacts and projects included such students of communications as Robert
Merton, Samuel Stouffer, George Gallup, Elmo Roper, Wilbur Schramm,
Carl Hovland, Irving Janis and Nathan Maccoby. Their various efforts
led to continued support for the Bureau, the development of the “Amer-
ican Soldier” series (Osborn et al., 1949), its subsequent line of social
psychological studies of media effects at Yale (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley,
1953), and a broader set of personal and professional relationships that
were to be reflected in the postwar development of communications
research in universities around the world and in various other series of
basic readers and texts on effects by Schramm (1948, 1949, 1954, 1960,
1971), Berelson and Janowitz (1950, 1953, 1963), Charles Wright
(1959, 1975), and Melvin DeFleur (1966, 1972, 1975).
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As television became an increasingly significant factor in postwar
society and culture, the pressure to explain it became more intense. An
important aspect of the response to that pressure is revealed in the history
of political inquiry into the effects of media violence. In the violence
effects issue and the political concern about television’s social impact the
mass communications research community found the vehicle necessary
for it to begin to obtain identity and ultimately to achieve legitimacy in
the academy. The struggles therein for supremacy among competing
social sciences had carried over into the effort to interpret the new
medium.

A liberal, optimistic and newly retooled American social psychology,
increasingly a part of the growing, commercially and federally sponsored
research enterprise, proved to be a highly attractive competitor for
research funds and public recognition. As noted above, during and
shortly after the War studies of interpersonal behavior and communica-
tions began to propose more complicated theoretical models and
methodological approaches. In light of such work the original behavioral
models of communications appeared to be breaking down. As result 
of the work at the Bureau, much of which began to appear in the postwar
research anthologies now edited by Schramm, attention turned increas-
ingly from the outcome of communications to the networks of inter-
personal relationships and the demographic characteristics that were
perceived to intervene in and guide the process of mass communication.

This newer approach, more comfortable with the technology and com-
plexities of contemporary life, and more secure in its perceptions of
emerging social and political stability, was less pessimistic and fearful. It
was also closely associated with a long tradition of liberal, progressive
reform which in spite of anxieties about large corporate enterprise 
has always remained hopeful for the long-promised ameliorative, educa-
tive, social and political impact of each new technology of communica-
tion (see Rowland, forthcoming). Now its review of the previous research
seemed to conclude that the proof of deleterious effects claimed 
under the original models could no longer be sustained. Coming at the
end of television’s first decade and on the heels of a host of seemingly
confirming research, Klapper’s analysis (1960) seemed to settle the
matter. His work attempted to exculpate television, arguing that it 
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did not have demonstrable negative effects. That such findings were 
the result of research funded by the industry and conducted long 
before, as part of Klapper’s doctoral work in the Bureau in the 1940s,
and that Klapper was by now Director of Research at Stanton’s CBS
appeared to lead to few questions within the communications research
community.

In view of the collection of findings in the various Lazarsfeld-Katz
campaign studies, the continuing “People Look at . . .” surveys of the
Bureau, and the Klapper work, Bernard Berelson and others, for many
of whom communications had never been the primary interest, felt that
this field of research had exhausted the possibilities and that the time
had come to move on to matters of more pressing concern in social and
public welfare. However, many observers retained the view that com-
munications issues remained serious and substantial, and they therefore
resisted the pressure to turn away from the study of media impact. These
differences led to a communications research equivalent of the “God 
is Dead” debate which took place in the pages of the Public Opinion
Quarterly during the late 1950s (see Berelson, 1959; Schramm, Riesman,
& Bauer, 1959).

But the new generation, trained during the postwar period with a
primary emphasis on methodology and technique, was not encouraged
to reflect from a critical, philosophical perspective upon the assumptions
and the consequent implications of the contending scientific models. As
a result there was among many proponents of the expanding study 
of mass communications a rush to embrace the new approaches and to
redefine communications research in terms of the new sociology and
social psychology. That this remodelling had been fostered by and tended
to serve the interests of the television industry, now increasingly on the
defensive before congressional committees, and that the shift of empha-
sis was not in the end any real departure from behavioristic views, went
largely ignored, or at least little acknowledged. In academic forums the
critique of the media turned toward the rationalizations of functional-
ism and uses and gratifications; in popular debate it turned toward the
McLuhanesque embrace of technology and the celebration of an elec-
tronic nirvana. The role of the effects research community had ascended
from the prophetic to the priestly.
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However, the complaints about television content never completely
abated. Common sense argued that television was having an obvious
major impact on attitudes and behavior, and the evidence of daily obser-
vation during the 1960s was unsettling. On the street violence appeared
to be increasing. At one level violence became the focus of concern over
the rapidity of change and the threat to traditional mainstream values
represented by urban and racial conflict. At another level it stunned the
popular psyche by injecting itself into domestic and foreign politics.
Assassination and war, and their attendant dislocations, were no longer
problems of previous, presumably less-settled eras. Intertwined with
these developments were the inroads of television into the national con-
sciousness. In whatever forms of fiction—news or drama—it served at
least as a messenger of the behavior of force and its related confusion.
High levels of television violence persisted, becoming an inescapable part
of the evening viewing diet. To many the association of medium content
and the social experience of violence was no longer coincidental, nor was
it explicable any longer merely as a mirroring phenomenon. The issue of
effects still could not be ignored.

In particular the legislative review machinery, that element of the polit-
ical process responsible for overseeing and representing the public inter-
est in broadcasting, found itself increasingly embroiled in the controversy
over the impact of television. As separate issues, both violence and tele-
vision became matters of greater symbolic import in the general social
commentary. Soon they became inextricably intertwined as a single issue
at the heart of the debate over the character and directions of an increas-
ingly complex, ambiguous society.

Congressional investigations of television have been almost continu-
ous since 1952. In nearly every Congress one or more House or Senate
committees have found occasion to hold hearings on some aspect or
another of television performance. While seldom the only focus, the con-
cerns about violence have served as a constant, major theme during most
of this period. In association with those concerns the political process
has come increasingly to endorse and use approaches laid out by the
social and communications research community.

During the initial House hearings on television (Harris Subcommittee)
the issue of violence and the use of formal research to investigate its
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impact were not central. On the whole this first sparring match between
Congress and the television industry was a congenial, gingerly handled
exercise. The major interest there lay elsewhere, guided by the more 
consuming contemporary McCarthyite fears about communism in all
communications media (U.S. House, 1952).

But by the mid-1950s the social and behavioral sciences had 
managed to climb into the ring. The Senate juvenile delinquency 
investigation, beginning with the work of Hendrickson-Kefauver 
Subcommittee (U.S. Senate, 1954, 1955a, 1955b) and continuing with
the Dodd Subcommittee (U.S. Senate, 1961–1962, 1964), became an 
ever larger promoter of the emerging forms of communications effects
research. Nearly all the theoretical and methodological debates about
effects within the academy were aired in the various hearings testimony
and staff reports of those portions of the investigation bearing on 
television. While always careful to place caveats on the extent of 
the ability of communications research to resolve the issues being 
examined by Congress, leaders in the field such as Lazarsfeld, Schramm, 
Albert Bandura and Leonard Berkowitz, nonetheless came to be regular
participants in the public debates, substantially advancing the interests
of their science through their growing political status as expert 
authorities and their pleas for more federal funds for communications
research.

Meanwhile the television industry, increasingly under attack not only
about violent content in its programming, but also about such matters
as the quiz show and ratings scandals (Barnouw, 1975; Head, 1976),
began to respond to the growing political use of communications
research, not by direct opposition, but through the continuing, more
subtle process of cooption and diversion. Building on the prior relation-
ships with university based research and joint governmental funding, 
the industry continued to support and promote selected research efforts,
while overlooking or avoiding others. Largely under Stanton’s careful
guidance, CBS, the NAB and other industry organizations collaborated
in such efforts as promising in 1954 to develop a long-range investiga-
tion into the impact of television programs on children and adults,
dusting off Klapper’s dissertation and publishing it in 1960, and in 1962
forming a Joint Committee for Research on Television and Children

The Symbolic Uses of Effects 131



(JCRTC), with representatives from the industry, foundations, universi-
ties and government.

By the late 1960s the purposes and results of these projects were clear.
The 1954 NAB “pilot study” for the larger investigation was never com-
missioned, and it was replaced instead by the CBS-sponsored Steiner
report on public attitudes about television—a continuation of the old
Lazarsfeld “People Look at . . .” research in the Bureau, which again
tended to portray a largely positive image of the industry and which in
any case was hardly an effects study. Over a six-and-a-half year period
the JCRTC, which had ostensibly been formed to promote, fund and
coordinate serious academic effects research and training, managed to
underwrite one “catharsis theory” research project by Seymour Fesh-
back, with results that did not disappoint the networks, and it published
only one report, a critical review of the effects research literature which
turned out to be merely an extension of Klapper’s work (see Baker et al.,
1969, pp. 593–599; Briand, 1969, p. 347).

In light of this pattern of industry-academic interaction and the sub-
sequent confusion shown in Congress about the extent of the research
findings, it is not surprising that the juvenile delinquency investigations
led to no significant changes in federal policy toward television. It is
unclear whether the congressional leaders were aware at this point that
the complexities of the research findings would confound the ability of
critics to draw firm conclusions about the impact of television and about
the extent of necessary changes. However Barnouw (1975, pp. 304–306)
does suggest that, particularly during the period of the Dodd Subcom-
mittee investigation, congressional punches were deliberately pulled.

For a brief period in the late-1960s Congress lost its direct control of
the investigation of television violence. In 1968, in the wake of several
summers of racial violence in cities all around the country, the mount-
ing, massed public demonstrations against the Vietnam War and the
assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, 
President Johnson appointed a National Commission on the Causes and
Prevention of Violence (NCCPV). The charge to the Commission was
writ broadly enough to incorporate concerns about the role of the media,
and in most of its facets the NCCPV became a heavy user of social and
behavioral research of all sorts (Graham & Gurr, 1969; Baker & Ball,
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1969). During its hearings on the media the Commission therefore heard 
testimony from many in the communications and industrial research
community, including several who had appeared in prior congressional
hearings as well as some younger members of this growing field (Briand,
1969). As with those prior hearings, the array of perspectives represented
here ranged from classic behavioristic conclusions about the direct 
causal relationship between televised violence and social aggression to
strong, functionalist limited effects views about the existence of prior
tendencies, mitigating factors and the reinforcing aspects of media 
influence.

The one new piece of research enterprise engendered by the Commis-
sion was the funding of the first in what was to become an annual series
of content analyses of commercial television programming and the inci-
dence of violence therein—a project which represented a considerable
further increase in the status of communications research in public
affairs. One notes that of all the major research projects related to the
violence issue developed during the late 1960s, this has been the most
successful in continuing to garner public and private support (Gerbner
& Gross, 1976; Gerbner et al., 1980). However, one also observes that
it has been the most applied, monitoring aspects of the research—the
“violence profile” (the counting of violent acts) and not the “cultural
indicators” portion—that has guaranteed that support (for a clear
example of the quid pro quo problem here, see U.S. Senate, 1974, pp.
40–41, 48–49, 57).3

The final NCCPV report trafficks in the scientific evidence put 
before it, but it carefully avoids reaching any firm conclusions about the
effects of media violence (National Commission, 1970). The role of the
Commission thus turned out to be similar to that of the prior congres-
sional investigations. It was a ritualistic political response to a matter 
of apparently increasing public concern that came to don the mantle 
of science in its process and to adopt the stern demeanor of public
authority disappointed in the performance of an industry licensed 
under a mandate of sacred public trust. The Commission seems to be
building a damning case against the commercial television industry, yet
in the end it stops short of all but the weakest, least controversial 
recommendations.
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In light of the political needs at least to appear to be taking a close,
hard look at the television industry and its possible contributions to the
apparent American culture of violence in the late 1960s, Congress could
not long defer renewed investigation of its own. Therefore, in 1969 
well before the NCCPV had finished its work, Senator John O. Pastore,
Chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on Communications, announced
his own plans for a further, even more extensive investigation into tele-
vision and social behavior, to be coordinated under the auspices of the
Surgeon General in HEW’s National Institute of Mental Health and to
be guided by a Scientific Advisory Council of academic and industry
research representatives (U.S. Senate, 1969). Established in this manner
the project was to be a formal, widespread study of effects that would
be rooted extensively in the social and behavioral sciences. Far from
having any longer to beg for support and to claim legitimacy for itself,
communications research was now going to be annointed at the highest
levels of public policy and called upon for a command performance. The
study was modeled on the recently concluded Surgeon General’s research
effort that had seemed to have convincingly established a link between
smoking and cancer. Senator Pastore’s public announcements seemed to
imply his belief that it would be feasible to pursue a parallel process of
exploration for a causal link between violence on television and antiso-
cial behavior, and his project now made available to the communications
research community an unprecedented amount of funding (over $1.0
million) concentrated in a relatively short period of time.

While many of the studies for the project were in fact merely exten-
sions or reincarnations of previous grants, the scope was large enough
to involve several dozen principal investigators and countless additional
research colleagues and graduate students from universities all around
the country, and it resulted in a seven-volume report, five of which were
massive collections of the technical research studies (see the various
volumes titled, Television and Social Behavior, 1972). In an important
sense the project was a monument to those who had built the commu-
nications research enterprise over the preceding generation. It was just
the sort of organized, large-scale applied research effort involving coop-
eration among the government, industry and academy that had been the
basis for the formation of the Bureau and so many subsequent institutes
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and schools of communications research. Further, many of the principals
in the project, whether on the Advisory Committee, the NIMH coordi-
nating staff or among the contract researchers, had been students of
senior scholars such as Lazarsfeld and Schramm or their colleagues, and
in no small part due to their ability to participate in the continuing com-
munications violence research investigations represented by this project,
many of these younger scholars were becoming heirs to the mantle of
leadership for the next generation of communications research.

The findings of the Advisory Committee’s summary report were
embroiled in controversy even before they were published, and they 
represent a debate that has never really been settled since. The cautious,
caveat-filled language of the summary report (Surgeon General’s 
Scientific Advisory Committee, 1972) outraged many of the academics
involved in the project and an even broader collection of like-minded
reform proponents who generally felt that much of the technical research
pointed to a more convincing case for causality than the report would
acknowledge. Initially Senator Pastore appeared to share that outrage,
and in a series of hearings before his Subcommittee in 1971 and 1972
he managed to evoke stronger, seemingly more definitive judgments
about the causality issue from the Surgeon General, members of the
Advisory Committee and other participants in the project (U.S. Senate,
1971, 1972). Many of the published and unpublished sources dealing
with the project in the heat of its immediate aftermath also concluded
that the evidence was stronger than the summary report allowed (see
Bogart, 1972–73; Cater & Strickland, 1975; Comstock, 1975; Meyer
and Anderson, 1973; Paisley, 1972).

The critics have typically cited at least two major problems with the
report and the process that led to it. One was the extent of industry influ-
ence on the Advisory Committee, wherein the broadcasters not only were
able to place their own representatives on the Committee, such as
Klapper and his counterpart at NBC, Thomas Coffin, but also were per-
mitted to veto the appointment of other research figures, some of whom
might well have been more sympathetic to the direct causal findings.
Two, many critics have questioned the extent of Senator Pastore’s com-
mitment to letting the causal evidence come through and his willingness
to act on those findings. In spite of his seemingly hardline approach to

The Symbolic Uses of Effects 135



the networks in his post-report hearings, the critics have noticed other
activities by the Subcommittee during the period of the Surgeon General’s
report, such as the S. 2004 five-year license renewal bill proposal, that
suggest that the Subcommittee and the Congress in general had proba-
bly never been willing to permit the Surgeon General’s report to lead to
any firm changes in federal policy toward the television industry.

It remains questionable how accurate the critics are on the implica-
tions of the first count. Surely the composition of the Advisory Com-
mittee had an important influence on the cautious tone of the report. But
careful, disinterested review of the corpus of the research from the dis-
tance of several years does not now lead as easily as the critics would
have it to any overwhelming conclusion that the causal link is established
or even strongly suggested. Without being an apologist for the industry
one can observe that the theoretical assumptions of much of the research
and the various methodological and statistical techniques employed leave
considerable reason for doubt about the conclusiveness of the findings.
On the second matter the implications of the criticism may be somewhat
more accurate. While the period of the late 1960s and early 1970s wit-
nessed a substantial increase in the activity of reform groups and in their
influence in Congress and at the FCC, current policy research suggests
that their impact on the real terms of broadcast industry purpose, struc-
ture and control has been negligible and that, indeed, the congressional
communications subcommittees have played an important role in deflect-
ing that influence (Rowland, 1982; Haight, 1979).

Thus, whether right or wrong on either of these counts or on the
myriad other matters pertaining to the details of the Surgeon General’s
report, critics and defenders alike all tend to overlook what from the
perspective of this paper remains the significance of the project. For, as
before, it turns out that this investigation was yet another act in the 
continuing ritual of public debate and policy avoidance about television,
and its history reveals even more thoroughly the problems associated
with the increasing role of communications research in that drama. The
importance of the way the project was administered and of the argument
over its results lies not in the composition of the Advisory Committee
nor in the relative strength of the causal evidence, but in realizing how
the entire issue of television in society and the means for publicly dis-
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cussing it came to be captured so thoroughly by the empirical social and
behavioral scientific imagination and that none of the difficulties implied
by the terms of that form of discourse were ever seriously examined.

Summary

The Surgeon General’s report and the continuing aspects of the investi-
gation of television and social behavior since must be seen against the
backdrop of the history of the development of public policy for broad-
casting and of the simultaneous, inextricably intertwined rise and legit-
imation of the mass communications research enterprise. In building the
case for its approach, the communications science research community
found itself tapping popular anxieties about television—the newest, most
intrusive medium of mass communication—and associating itself with
the highly technical, quantitative social and behavioral research method-
ologies of other disciplines that had already achieved considerable
popular and political acceptance in public policy debate. Throughout this
process of development the broadcasting industry alternately supported
and opposed the research enterprise, carefully cultivating, and thereby
shaping, certain of its aspects and allowing others to wither. Whether or
not the product of a conscious choice, the communications research
leaders managed to ignore the industrial and political terms of their
origins and the closely related problematic issues of epistemology
wrapped up in their approaches. As a result, the public controversy over
television’s effects was allowed to proceed in virtual ignorance of the 
particular institutional accommodations and sociocultural conceptual-
izaions upon which it was based. To the extent debate emerged, it cen-
tered on issues of methodology and narrow aspects of theory. In the
process of legitimation there was little willingness or ability to transcend
discussions of research technique to consider the linkages of the entire
research enterprise to the general pattern of commercial and political
expectations for social science research.

For their part the politicians may be depicted as having found in the
effects research efforts a vehicle useful for them to project an image of
concerned inquiry, while yet insuring that that inquiry would force 
them into little, if any, legislative action. Investing in the rise of mass
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communications research, the federal communications policy-making
process associated itself with the popularly acceptable terms of scientific
research. All the while, however, the officials involved in this process
were discovering that, due to a combination of fundamental constitu-
tional and political economic commitments and the actual inconclusive-
ness of the research efforts, the research approach not only failed
accurately to address the underlying problems of control and purpose of
commercial communications, but also served to mask and divert atten-
tion from such issues. In all this, for similarly diversionary purposes, the
broadcasting industry avoided outright opposition to the trend toward
greater governmental attention to the research tool, choosing instead 
to infiltrate the process of decision-making about appropriate and 
inappropriate lines of inquiry.

As for the reform groups, the research agenda was well structured by
the time they became a more organized part of the policy debate. Yet,
as has been the case throughout the history of progressive reform in
general, the goals of the newer groups were susceptible to severe com-
promise due to a continuing pattern of paradox between the ideals of
reform and the changing practical conditions under which it has always
had to work. As with many of the liberal research community critics with
whom they were often affiliated, the media reformers had little ability to
recognize the symbolic nature of the debate and the ways in which it
might actually be working against the changes they hoped it would foster.
A further irony was that the reformers’ attacks on television and their
calls for more intensive research and policy investigation tended to over-
state the significance of the medium, lending it more authority and power
than perhaps it otherwise might have commanded.

In the period since the Surgeon General’s report many of the earlier
policy difficulties have persisted. The problems are apparent in such
matters as the arrival and fate of the “family viewing hour,” the con-
tinuing congressional violence and obscenity hearings throughout the
1970s, the industry response, the research interests reflected in the
Reston, NSF/RANN, and “prosocial” effects projects, the debate over
the validity of the “cultivation analysis” extension of the violence profile,
the shift of some of the reform and research focus away from violence
toward advertising and its effects on children, the associated backlash
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against the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the increased pressure 
on the FCC to deregulate the broadcasting and cable industries and 
the emergence of the efforts to “rewrite” the Communications Act. 
These developments reveal much about the enduring problems for com-
munication research of the political and reform demands for applicabil-
ity, of industrial participation in setting the research agenda and of 
the research community’s presumptions about its value-freeness and
independence.

Thus there remains for effects research of all kinds and for communi-
cation science generally the prodigious, difficult task of reexamining 
its origins and coming thereby to be able to think more critically about
the assumptions guiding its definition of important problems in the 
relationships between television and society. Under the current frame of
reference the basic images of television, of communications in general,
and of their social import remain those of the peculiar, and particularly
American, tradition of positivistic science that, as it is reflected in the mass
communications research community, continues to be largely unaware of
the significance of the industrial and political influences upon it.

Notes

1. One of the most vivid examples was reflected in the major swings of opinion
during the career of Gilbert Seldes, with first his praise of popular entertainment
(1924), then his ominous warning about the use and effect of the popular arts
(1951), and finally his struggle for a middle ground (1956).

2. One observes, however, that Lyon’s normative account of this history is at
least a celebration of the relationship and must be critically read for its argu-
ment that closer cooperation between science and government is desirable.

3. After the Eisenhower Commission and Surgeon General’s projects there were
attempts to broaden the focus of the “profile” to account for the wide variety
of cultural themes played out in television programming. But from 1973 on the
funding arrangements permitted the work to expand only into the realm of “cul-
tivation analysis,” to study aspects of social factors and viewer perceptions in
relationship to the profile. By the late 1970s that approach, and particularly its
“scary world” hypothesis, had come under substantial attack on both theoreti-
cal and methodological grounds (Newcomb, 1978 and Hirsch, 1980, 1981).
Whatever the merits of such critiques, there remains little attention to the issue
of how the content analysis effort, as with other aspects of the violence research,
has been shaped by the practical political needs reflected in the government-
industry policy debate.
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7
Pornography Research and Public Policy

Dolf Zillmann
1989

In this chapter, we briefly examine how, in recent years, psychological
research has been used to derive guidelines for public policy concerning
pornography, and to what extent the research may have influenced
adopted policies and legislation. We concentrate on procedures that were
used to integrate and summarize available research findings for those rec-
ommending and/or deciding on policy, as well as on these agents’ appar-
ent partialities in extracting information in the necessary process of data
reduction. Points of general discontent with these procedures are high-
lighted, and the ramifications of the discontent of some parties are con-
sidered. Finally, we present alternative, potentially superior procedures
and discuss their advantages.

Policy Formation in Practice

Generally speaking, a policy issue is created by citizens who deem par-
ticular happenings undesirable for society and who seek their curtailment
or elimination. The pornography issue is no exception. A great many 
citizens took offense at what readily available pornography presents and
were concerned about effects on sexual behavior, especially on violent
sexual behavior, that might result from exposure. Influential and politi-
cally connected persons from this subpopulation brought their concerns
to the attention of policy- and law makers who, in the case of the pornog-
raphy issue, decided to consider the merits of the pleas. In accord with
common practice, committees were formed to ascertain the facts and,
under the assumption that the findings bear out the citizen’s concerns,
to recommend remedial actions for consideration by law makers. The



ascertainment of the facts involves, of course, inspection of the scientific
evidence—in this instance, inspection of the sociological and psychologi-
cal research findings concerning the uses and effects of pornography.

A first Commission on Obscenity and Pornography had been formed
in 1970. It was composed of 18 commissioners, and it was supported by
22 staff members and a budget of $2 million. In addition to conducting
hearings, this commission supported original empirical research as well
as reviews of the pertinent literature by social scientists and legal schol-
ars. The committee was given 2 years to produce recommendations. At
the end of this period it fulfilled its mandate by concluding that there
was insufficient evidence to consider pornography implicated in the 
causation of asocial effects and by refraining from recommending more
stringent regulation of pornography (Report of the Commission on
Obscenity and Pornography, 1970).

The issue did not go away, however. Pressures to regulate pornogra-
phy continued to be applied, and deficiencies in the 1970 report became
apparent. In particular, it became clear that the commission had based
its verdict of “no ill effects” on few and tentative findings, many of which
had been generated in haste for the commission. There were also the
usual charges of partiality in composing the commission, culminating in
allegations that “potentially difficult” leading scholars had been ostra-
cized (Cline, 1974). However, in all probability it was the availability of
new research findings that gave impetus to the formation of a new com-
mission with the mandate to re-examine the scientific evidence and 
to recommend regulatory policy. Psychological investigations figured
prominently among the new evidence (e.g., Donnerstein, 1980, 1983;
Malamuth, 1981, 1984; Zillmann & Bryant, 1982) because their find-
ings seemed to challenge the assessment of the 1970 commission and to
warrant different recommendations.

The new commission, the Attorney General’s Commission on Pornog-
raphy, was formed in 1985. Eleven commissioners were appointed. They
were supported by a budget of $400,000, assisted by a staff of 9, and
given 12 months to complete their mandate. Because of budget and time
limitations, empirical research could not be commissioned, nor could
extensive reviews of the literature. The 1986 commission was thus
restricted to conducting hearings. One of the hearings primarily served
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the presentation and discussion of social-science research on the effects
of pornography.

This hearing was held on September 11, 1985, in Houston, Texas.
Numerous psychologists were invited to testify. Many of those who had
conducted empirical research on the uses or effects of pornography 
presented summaries of their findings, and many of those with relevant
clinical experience reported their observations. In addition, “pornogra-
phy addicts” and victims of pornography-related sexual abuse described
their agony, torment, anguish, and grief.

The Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography was to be
assisted by a committee of the Surgeon General. This committee was to
ascertain the state of the art in pornography research and report to the
Commission on Pornography. Because of complications in the budget
appropriation, as well as a host of other trivial reasons, the Surgeon
General’s committee failed to be formed in time. Eventually it came into
being on a budget that barely covered the commission of 5 reviews of
the pertinent research literature and the travel costs of about 15 invited
participants. The committee was referred to as the Surgeon General’s
Workshop on Pornography and Public Health. It met for just 3 days,
June 22–24, 1986, in Arlington, Virginia.

The Surgeon General’s workshop was not attended by members of the
Attorney General’s commission. However, the chairman of the Attorney
General’s commission took part in the proceedings by informing the
workshop participants of happenings in the Attorney General’s com-
mission. The release of final reports is of interest because it shows that,
counter to intentions, the efforts of the Surgeon General’s workshop were
without consequence for the conclusions and recommendations of 
the Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography. Release of the 
final report of the commission (Attorney General’s Commission on
Pornography: Final report, 1986) predated that of the workshop’s 
report (Mulvey & Haugaard, 1986) by about 1 month.

Predictable Criticism

From its inception, the 1986 commission was under attack. Those rep-
resenting the pornography industry considered the very formation of a
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commission an indictment of pornography (Nobile & Nadler, 1986).
Those aligned with the American Civil Liberties Union took a similar
stand (Hertzberg, 1986; Linsley, 1989). Most of the immediate criticism
concerned the composition of the commission, however. It was deemed
intolerable that six commissioners had made public statements to the
effect that some restrictions of pornography might be desirable; and the
commission’s chair was considered unacceptable because he had been a
successful prosecutor in a campaign against pornography in theatres 
and bookstores (Hertzberg, 1986; Paletz, 1988). Others found it 
objectionable that only three commissioners—a psychologist, a psychia-
trist, and a legal scholar—could document professional expertise 
with pornography (Wilcox, 1987). Yet others saw problems in the way
in which the commission conducted its deliberations (Gouran, 1988;
Paletz, 1988).

Politically speaking, most of the immediate criticism came from liberal
quarters. The conservative side was surprisingly uninquisitive and quiet
about the committee, its composition, and its deliberations. It went
unnoticed, for example, that one of the expert committee members co-
sponsored the proposal that for some sex offenders exposure to pornog-
raphy would “transiently decrease the likelihood to commit sex crimes”
(Abel, Becker, & Mittelman, 1985). Nonetheless, considerable discon-
tent with the committee and the proceedings has been expressed as well
(Scott, 1985).

Perhaps somewhat less predictable was the instant criticism of the
committee’s conclusions and recommendations on the part of psycholo-
gists. Minority reports and critical appraisals had been published
before—in connection with the 1970 commission (Cline, 1970, 1974).
The new report, however, prompted accusations of deliberate misrepre-
sentation of critical findings. In particular, investigators whose own find-
ings and views on policy differed from the committee’s conclusions and
recommendations published detailed accounts of how, in their view, the
data at hand should have been interpreted and what policy should have
been recommended (Donnerstein & Linz, 1986; Donnerstein, Linz, &
Penrod, 1987; Linz, Donnerstein, & Penrod, 1987).

Moreover, from within the social sciences came assaults on investiga-
tions that had generated findings that some apparently viewed as sup-
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portive of policies deemed unacceptable, if not abhorrent (Brannigan &
Goldenberg, 1987; Christensen, 1986). The criticism produced several
published colloquia that are laden with false accusations and marked 
by a degree of hostility rarely found in the social-science literature 
(Brannigan, 1987; Christensen, 1987; Linz & Donnerstein, 1988). For
the most part, this criticism focused on research methods. It often 
transcended methodological considerations, however, and became innu-
endo of the investigators’ political motives, if not their religious beliefs
(Christensen, 1987).

Some rather unexpected criticism of pornography research, finally,
came in the form of a thorough analysis of methodology. Byrne and
Kelley (1986, 1989) examined all facets of research procedures that had
been employed, and they concluded that all findings on the effects of
pornography are exceedingly tentative and unacceptable as a basis of
policy recommendations. The fact is that the criteria that were applied
in this analysis are so stringent that, if used to judge psychological
research at large, they would reduce psychology from a science to an art
form. Such humbling self-criticism reveals a decided unwillingness to
influence regulatory policy for pornography—an unwillingness that
seems to be prevalent among psychologists with a research interest in
sexual behaviors.

Reluctance to influence policy is also evident in the evaluation of the
work of the Surgeon General’s Workshop on Pornography and Public
Health. The committee refrained from making policy recommendations
and qualified conclusions about effects so as to make them meaningless.
For instance, violent pornography was said to affect laboratory aggres-
sion. Statements about effects outside the laboratory were conspicuously
absent (Linz & Donnerstein, 1988). Additionally, the report (Mulvey &
Haugaard, 1986) cautioned that pornography would constitute only one
of numerous potential influences on behavior, and it suggested that 
conceivable interactions among the potential influences would have to
be investigated before general statements about the behavioral effects of
pornography would be warranted. Presumably because of such caution,
the committee’s work has been hailed as excellent (Wilcox, 1987). All
this is not to deny the usefulness of more and superior research data, nor
is it to call the merits of caution into question. The objective, instead, is
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to point out that caution is not without political implications. Caution,
especially in extreme forms, is not by necessity prudent procedure. One
should be cognizant of the fact that it can be a strategy favoring the
status quo. In short, the call for more inclusive, more decisive, and
“absolutely definitive” research may be an effective strategy in support
of a policy of inaction.

Principal Difficulties

If nothing else, the debate over pornography research and the possible
regulation of pornographic material has made it clear that most of those
who gather policy-relevant information, especially psychologists who
seek to delineate the causal conditions of behavioral consequences of
exposure, find it difficult, if not impossible, to separate presumed facts
about effects from personal views on desirable societal policy concern-
ing these effects. The problem is a fundamental one for the social 
sciences that are to serve the welfare of citizens. There is, after all, no
legitimacy in deriving societal precepts from so-called facts about the real
world. Imperatives do not follow from declaratives. And what ought to
be done about particular circumstances cannot be inferred from knowl-
edge about them, irrespective of how penetrating and veridical that
knowledge might be. The endorsement of a precept or the acceptance 
of a policy, then, simply does not follow from social-science data—no
matter how “obvious” the connection might seem to some. If, for
instance, it were established that drunk driving kills or maims one-tenth
of the population, it would not follow that efforts be made to change
the situation. Or if it were established that fictional violence on U.S. tele-
vision inspires acts of brutality, on average per year, in only seven young-
sters, it would not follow that nothing be done about it. And more to
the point, if it were compellingly and irrefutably established that pornog-
raphy promotes rape, that in the United States it leads to the traumati-
zation of 80,000 women each year, it would not follow that we ought
to curtail its distribution. In terms of science, the connection between
knowledge of causal circumstances and policy is a strictly arbitrary one.
The justification of social policy is necessarily outside science proper. It
is moral for the individual and political at the societal level.
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It appears that, in dealing with the pornography issue, policy-makers
and social scientists, as well as their critics from various camps, have
been rather confused about the relationship between facts and policy.
Had they not been, the results of the proceedings and the criticism
thereof should have been different.

Committee Composition and Policy
If it is recognized that the mandate of the Attorney General’s recent com-
mittee was to recommend policy, partly in light of social-science infor-
mation, any citizen capable of comprehending such and other pertinent
information should qualify for membership. Expertise in the area of
pornography is of no consequence for the value-based endorsement of a
policy. Hence, it should have been treated as immaterial.

Concerns about policy-related convictions of individual committee
members, and about the distribution of these convictions in the com-
mittee, are probably well founded. If committees are dominated by
persons already committed to particular policies, impartial deliberation
of policy options is unlikely, and policy recommendations may be 
foregone conclusions.

This assessment implies, of course, that initial positions tend to be
maintained, and that exposure to potentially large amounts of pertinent
information tends to be without appreciable effect on committee
members. Exposure to pertinent social-science information is similarly
viewed as being of little or no consequence, mainly because committee
members are likely to attend selectively to information and extract items
seemingly supportive of their initial positions. Granted that committee
members on occasion do change their positions as the result of exposure
to pertinent information, it is difficult to argue that, as a rule, partiali-
ties do not exist or are unlikely.

In principal terms, the fair-trial paradigm of criminal justice cannot be
applied to policy deliberations, and no one should pretend that it can.
The informational conditions are strikingly different. Jurors may be kept
uninformed prior to court proceedings about the specifics of cases. They
thus may enter these proceedings without having prejudged innocence
or guilt of defendants. In contrast, public-policy issues are public issues
by definition. The circumstances creating these issues are common
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knowledge, and potential members of policy committees cannot be kept
in the dark about them. It must be assumed that, as a rule, members are
cognizant of the circumstances in question; furthermore, that members,
if they are involved citizens at all, have contemplated and judged 
the societal desirability or undesirability of these circumstances. Citizens
who can be recruited for policy committees are therefore neither 
ignorant of the issue, nor unlikely to have appraised it and adopted a
stand amounting to a willingness to support some policies more than
others.

This precondition creates considerable problems. Because a commit-
tee composed of issue-ignorant and, hence, initially impartial members
cannot be constituted, and because any member imbalance that might
favor particular policies ahs been deemed intolerable by many critics, 
the balanced committee is implicitly suggested as a solution. But is 
it a solution? Quite obviously, if a committee were composed such 
that half its members favors a particular policy and the other half
opposes it, the committee is bound to be deadlocked on every issue. This
likely result of balancing is by no means a neutral outcome, however. It
should be recognized that any stalemate in policy-recommending 
committees favors the status quo. It favors a policy of inaction. The 
insistence on balanced committees can thus be construed as a strategy
for inaction.

All this is not to say that imbalance in policy committees is desirable.
The argument is that the insistence on balance is not, as often implied,
a clarion call for fairness and neutrality; it can be, and often is, a policy
strategy.

Because there is no apparent solution concerning the composition of
policy committees, the best that can be hoped for is that, counter to the
perhaps somewhat cynical statements about the rigidity of initial beliefs
of committee members, these persons are open to pertinent information
and do adjust their policy-relevant convictions in accord with that 
information—not just occasionally, but regularly.

Expert Testimony and Policy
The composition of expert groups for so-called testimony before policy
committees is not without problems either. It is often inconceivable to
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invite all who, according to some criteria for expertise, might qualify.
The necessary exclusion of some then opens the doors for criticism. The
Attorney General’s recent commission was promptly criticized for limit-
ing expert testimony (Wilcox, 1987).

The opposite stand seems more meaningful. The commission may have
been exposed to far too much social-science testimony—in too short a
period of time, anyway. At the Houston hearings, almost all psycholo-
gists who had done empirical work on pornography uses and effects,
along with a large number of clinicians with experience in these matters,
had their say. In a string of academic presentations, interrupted only by
the occasional testimony of victims of sexual abuse seemingly related to
pornography, they compressed their knowledge into brief summaries of
their research or experience. Many left no doubt about which policies
they favored.

The commission must have been overwhelmed. Absorption of all the
evidence presented, and the thorough critical appraisal of this evidence,
seems to exceed human capabilities. Moreover, only a small minority 
of commissioners, at best, had the training to judge the merits of research
findings. The likely result of such conditions—that is, of conditions of
information overload and inability to separate compelling research 
findings from dubious ones and from expert opinion—is that “overall
impressions” were formed, and that they were formed on the basis 
of obtrusive assertions and vivid displays. Media coverage of the hear-
ings is telling in this regard. It focused on victim testimony (e.g., the 
TV cameras were rolling when victims, anonymous behind screens,
revealed their fascinating ordeals, not when experts talked research). 
The commissioners may similarly have focused their attention on images
and highly dramatic, yet probably nonrepresentative, clinical cases rather
than on the comparatively abstract, general information. This, at 
least, is what one would expect on the basis of the heuristic principles
and shortcuts in information processing that have been explored in 
cognitive psychology (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Zanna, Olson, & Herman,
1987).

The relative neglect of particular research findings in proceedings of
this kind seems unavoidable. The fact that this circumstance gives almost
all investigators who testified cause for complaints and thus explains the
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frequent allegations of under- or misrepresentation of their stands 
(Donnerstein, Linz, & Penrod, 1987) may be interesting, but consider-
ing the policy process at large, it is rather unimportant. The significant,
principal dilemma in the relationship between research evidence and
public policy is the enormous loss of social-science information in hear-
ings of policy committees that (a) do not give sufficient time for the eval-
uation of findings and (b) are composed of members with little, if any,
qualifications to evaluate presented findings.

It should be mentioned in this connection that in the Surgeon General’s
committee a panel of experts was given 3 hours to generate recommen-
dations and reach consensus on the recommendations. The panel decided
to refrain from making policy recommendations and sought to reach
agreement on statements summarizing the pertinent research evidence.
The stipulation that consensus be reached gave every member veto power
and resulted in the panel’s failure to agree on any generalization of 
relevance.

The panel’s decision to refrain from making policy recommendations,
in opposition to its mandate, contrasts sharply with the behavior of the
social scientists who testified before the Attorney General’s commission.
Most were eager to urge particular policies. Few were deliberate in avoid-
ing policy statements and adhered to their mandate of presenting what-
ever findings they had aggregated. The behavior of most, then, shows
that social scientists are often confused about the conceptual boundaries
between science and public policy. They have little difficulty in combin-
ing the two and, given a chance to testify, want to speak as both 
scientists and citizens.

Effects of Presumptions about Policy
The fact that at the Houston hearings so many social scientists felt com-
pelled to urge the commission to adopt or reject certain policies con-
cerning the availability of pornography in society would seem to indicate
how strongly they personally felt about the issue. In violation of their
limited assignment to enlighten the commission about uses and effects
of pornography, as known from research or clinical experience, they
expressed their views on what ought to be done. In so doing, they essen-
tially voted their erotic preference. Whatever evidence of uses and effects
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they may have presented, it cannot have justified recommendations 
concerning the regulation or deregulation of pornography.

Most of those social scientists who pleaded for particular policies
behaved as if the Attorney General’s commission were set up to deter-
mine whether or not the research evidence warrants a total ban on
pornography of any kind. Under this presumption, some urged that
something be finally done about pornography, and others pleaded for
leaving things alone. Such apparent eagerness to influence policy proved
highly divisive. It produced factions of censorship supporters, censorship
opponents, and indifferent investigators. Additionally, the latter group
was suspected of favoring censorship if their findings showed conse-
quences deemed undesirable, and of opposing it if their findings showed
consequences that could not be deemed undesirable or if they failed to
show relevant consequences altogether. Considerable hostility could be
observed between the factions. It eventually clouded scientific judgments.
It led, for instance, to recommendations not to publish research that
demonstrated certain effects of pornography consumption—not because
deficiencies of research procedures could be detected, but because the
valid findings might be used by politicians attempting to influence public
policy. Such unfortunate dominance of political conviction over scien-
tific judgment would be less likely if social scientists realized that expert
testimony before policy-recommending committees does not call for their
citizen views on desirable policy, if only because they so obviously do
not represent the population at large.

Research Limitations and Policy
As indicated earlier, research on the consequences of exposure to pornog-
raphy has been subjected to extreme scrutiny and devastating criticism
(Brannigan & Goldenberg, 1987; Byrne & Kelley, 1986). Quite obvi-
ously, descriptive research, qualitative or quantitative, may help define
the societal phenomenon of pornography usage, but is uninformative as
far as behavioral effects are concerned. Case studies may be illustrative,
but their incidental and arbitrary aggregation does not allow the gener-
alization of findings, including accounts of stimulus-response connec-
tions, to populations of interest. Surveys of opinions and beliefs about
effects of pornography exposure can inform us about distributions of

Pornography Research and Public Policy 155



opinions and beliefs, but not about the etiology of behavioral contin-
gencies. Actually, they do not reliably inform us about opinion distribu-
tions either, nor about the distribution of pornography-related habits
(e.g., frequency, circumstances, and purpose of usage). Surveys of erotic
and sexual preferences are patently unreliable (Eysenck, 1976), mostly
because a good portion of the surveyed population is unwilling to 
reveal its inclinations and habits in the sexual realm. The exploration 
of “natural” (i.e., uninfluenced, unmanipulated) relationships between
pornography consumption and possible behavioral consequences,
whether by way of naturalistic inquiry or in quantitative terms, again
cannot prove anything definitively about the causation of behavior. 
It is suggestive at best. The devastating remark that it is “only correla-
tional” is liberally applied to regression studies that seek to determine
which aspects of pornography exposure might influence particular
behaviors. Similar studies on other, less controversial policy issues are
often treated with considerable compassion. The statistical relationship
between drunk driving and car accidents is a case in point. It does not
provide causal proof. But nobody seems to want to argue that drivers
who drink are reckless people; and that reckless people cause accidents,
whether or not they are intoxicated. In contrast, the fact that rapists tend
to be heavy consumers of pornography and often use it as a turn-on 
prior to committing rape (Marshall, 1989) is deemed immaterial 
because it can be argued that exposure to pornography is incidental 
and rapists, being reckless people, would commit rape independent of
exposure.

The burden of proof of behavioral consequences of pornography expo-
sure is thus squarely placed on experimental methodology. Causal rela-
tionships are accepted only if exposure to pornography is consistently
followed by particular policy-relevant behaviors and if no such exposure
is not—all other things being equal.

The usefulness of this paradigm for the determination of the 
behavioral consequences of exposure to pornography is severely limited.
Ethical considerations simply rule out the experiments that could provide
definitive proof and resolve the issue. Most obvious is that any form of
sexual violence cannot be used as a dependent variable. For instance,
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men cannot be placed at risk of developing sexually violent inclinations
by extensive exposure to violent or nonviolent pornography, and women
cannot be placed at risk of becoming victims of such inclinations.
Because anything short of demonstrating behavioral changes in these
terms has been found wanting (Byrne & Kelley, 1986), one has to accept
that compelling proof of a causal connection between the consumption
of different types of pornography and sexually violent behaviors, should
such a connection exist, is not forthcoming.

Ethical considerations not only prevent experimentation on sexually
violent behaviors, but also apply to the study of sexual callousness 
manifest in social dispositions or attitudes. Early studies have shown, for
instance, that repeated exposure to pornography trivializes rape as a
criminal offense (Zillmann & Bryant, 1982) or relaxes inhibitions in the
contemplation of coercive acts in the pursuit of sexual access (Check,
1985). The experimental subject thus had been placed at risk; and now
that such consequences are known, it would be irresponsible to conduct
similar investigations to further our understanding of the dynamics of
the observed dispositional changes.

Furthermore, ethical considerations prevent any experimental work
with children and precollege adolescents. This may seem unimportant,
but actually it has significant implications. It turned out that most men,
prior to entering college (or prior to reaching college age), already had
substantial exposure to various forms of pornography (Bryant & Brown,
1989). If such exposure influences sexual callousness or particular erotic
orientations, these influences may have taken hold before these men
could become experimental subjects. The result is that experimental
manipulations of exposure are ineffective. Conditions of no exposure
cannot be created, and no-exposure versus exposure comparisons in
experiments would be comparisons between two heavily exposed groups.
These conditions are bound to produce null findings in future research,
null findings that are likely to be used as evidence for “no effects” (Linz
& Donnerstein, 1988).

Experimentation on pornography effects faces numerous other diffi-
culties. Most notably, the apparent temporal separation between cause
and effect creates problems (i.e., exposure may have a delayed impact,
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and numerous exposures may be required to bring it about), and the 
relationship between measures that can be used and what they are to
measure (i.e., measurement validity) tends to be poor.

The bottom line is that research on pornography effects cannot be
definitive. It cannot satisfy the demands for rigor and compellingness 
that have been placed on it. Not now—and in a free society, not ever.
The research leaves us with considerable uncertainty about exposure
consequences at the societal level. On the other hand, it provides 
us with a good deal of understanding of some of the issues involved.
Limited as the various uses and effects demonstrations may be, they 
constitute information that is far superior to hearsay, guessing, and
unchecked common sense. In these terms, the research findings do 
offer the best basis for the contemplation and formation of public 
policy.

Research Eclecticism and Policy
If left to its own devices, social-science research is likely to produce
highly eclectic evidence for policy considerations. Investigators select 
and address research issues for a variety of rather personal reasons. They
may, for instance, pick something that intrigues them, that they feel
would impress their peers, that promises an easy publication, that might
bring fame, or that relates to a deeply felt concern of theirs. Whatever
the particular criteria for their choices, the resulting body of knowledge
does not necessarily serve the public interest and cannot possibly be con-
sidered an optimal basis for policy decisions.

Regarding pornography uses and effects, the available research has
failed to address many issues of potential significance for public policy.
Issues likely to incite intense controversy have not been touched, and
topics deemed safe in these terms have attracted a disproportionate
amount of attention. For instance, social-scientists elected to ignore pos-
sible effects of pornography on the formation of erotic orientation and
sexual preference in adolescents. The possible creation of unrealistic,
unfulfillable sexual expectations and temptations, along with their impli-
cations for coping, has been neglected. Only one published study deals
with such matters as sexual satisfaction or dissatisfaction resulting from
prolonged pornography consumption (Zillmann & Bryant, 1988). Effects
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of early exposure (i.e., during childhood) remain largely unknown. The
involvement of pornography in sexual child abuse has been ascertained
in descriptive terms only (Lanning & Burgess, 1989). Effects of porno-
graphy consumption on values cocerning family and marriage, as well as
on the desire for progeny, also have received little attention (Zillmann &
Bryant, 1988). In contrast, the least objectionable research item, the effect
of “the worst kind” of pornography (i.e., sexually violent material) on
“the worst kind” of sexual behavior (i.e., rape), has been explored 
in numerous studies (Check, 1985; Donnerstein, 1980; Malamuth, 
1986).

Oddly enough, this obtrusive eclecticism in the research on pornogra-
phy uses and effects has been overlooked in the otherwise thorough and
seemingly exhaustive aforementioned academic self-criticism. Setting
one’s own research agenda is apparently considered an essential part of
academic freedom that is not to be questioned. From a policy perspec-
tive, however, the yield of sporadic research without a defined agenda is
of limited value.

Committees that pondered the pornography issue, with a mandate to
recommend regulatory policy, were thus confronted with eclectic evi-
dence whose validity has been severely questioned by those who gener-
ated this evidence. Given such a dilemma, how can anybody be surprised
that committees in the United States, in Canada, and in Britain decided
to give little credence to the so-called expert testimony by social-
scientists and based their decisions on alternative sources of information
(Einsiedel, 1988)?

A Research Policy for Policy Research

As indicated earlier, recent efforts toward the formation of policy regu-
lating or deregulating pornography have gone wrong on many counts.
One of them is social-science input, which simply proved inconsequen-
tial for policy recommendations and, hence, legislation. The Attorney
General’s commission was ill-equipped to review social-science evidence;
and the Surgeon General’s committee, composed of social-scientists and
potentially able to assist in a meaningful way, reported only after rec-
ommendations had been made.
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The process could have been more productive if (a) the Surgeon
General’s committee would have summarized “the state-of-the-art”
research on the uses and effects of pornography more exhaustively and
without pressures toward consensus (also without engaging in self-
destructive methodological criticism that was apparently motivated by
fears of regulatory consequences); and (b) the Attorney General’s 
commission would have worked from this summary rather than from
assorted testimony by experts and victims and their personal views on
regulatory policy.

Such procedure would still have been far from satisfactory, however,
mainly because policy objectives would have remained unclear, and the
research evidence would have remained eclectic. To remedy this situa-
tion, it would seem to be necessary to proceed in three stages:

1. A policy-exploring committee should be formed and charged with (a)
the assessment of citizen’s grievances pertaining to the issue under con-
sideration, (b) the specification of perceived problems in all their mani-
festations, and (c) the projection of possible regulatory policy. From a
social-science perspective, the second part of this charge is crucial. 
The assignment calls for an exhaustive listing of presumed effects and 
ill effects. Research could obviously assist the search for presumed con-
sequences of pornography consumption (surveys of beliefs and reviews
of the available research literature). But most importantly, the listing
would serve as a research agenda. Because this agenda would be 
comprehensive and exhaustive, as well as focused, the problem of eclec-
tic and unfocused research could be overcome. However, it can be over-
come only if funds are provided to conduct the necessary nonexistent
investigations.

It should be noticed that such an agenda in no way limits the freedom
of investigators to conduct whatever studies they deem important—
studies extraneous to the agenda. Research extraneous to the agenda
would, in fact, complement agenda research in a most positive fashion,
potentially serving as a corrective for incomplete agendas.

2. After a period of time allowing for the execution of needed investi-
gations, a social-science committee should be constituted. Its mandate
should be the assessment of all pertinent research findings, irrespective
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of what policy implications they might have. This committee should be
composed of social scientists capable of judging the technical merits of
the available research. The committee’s principal task would be to criti-
cally evaluate and integrate all pertinent research findings and to present
a summary of findings in terms intelligible to lay persons.

3. A policy-recommending committee should be formed and given the
mandate to propose policies that, in full view of the research evidence
at hand, would best serve the public at large. The formulation of such
policies necessarily entails value judgments and thus is best left to those
experienced in anticipating reactions of constituencies and in caring for
the welfare of these constituencies.

Surely, the evidence at hand will not be “definitive” in the sense that
none of its aspects could be questioned by someone. And just as surely,
any set of recommended policies cannot satisfy all the people—at least
not when the issue is as charged and controversial as pornography, with
some feeling their erotic birthright threatened (Money, 1985) and others
fearing the decay of morality and the decline of culture (Scott, 1985).
Uncertainty will remain, and controversy is assured. The outlined pro-
cedure would generate results, however, that should be superior to rec-
ommending public policy on the basis of fickle public opinion or the
views of a handful of politicians and lawyers.
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8
Transforming Principles into Policy

Don R. LeDuc
1980

The crucial distinction between “regulation” and “policy” suggests a
role for policy research beyond analysis—making recommendations 
for the effective realization and regulation of the social objectives
which it identifies.

The newest in a line of ever more advanced telecommunications deliv-
ery systems, the direct broadcast satellite (DBS), is in the final stages of
development and should be in operation over at least three continents
by the end of this decade. Competition among industrial nations to be
among the first to launch and operate DBS systems is already intense,
even if specific communication uses for the broad spectrum of new chan-
nels each system will offer remain rather vaguely defined.1 With progress
towards this objective still being measured primarily in terms of tech-
nological advances, the “capacity” of each DBS system refers only to the
number of channels its satellites are capable of delivering, not the number
or variety of communication services a particular society may be capable
of receiving and assimilating.

Soon each system will be operating in an efficient and cost-effective
fashion, its information services consolidated to avoid disruptive com-
petition, and its mass media channels controlled by those with the expe-
rience necessary to produce polished, popular programming.2 If we have
higher aspirations than this for functions to be performed by that
expanded spectrum of channels offered through the telecommunications
technology, it would seem essential that we expand as well that range 
of principles that will shape the evolution of these channels. This, of
course, suggests the need for further communications policy research.
But is there any reason to hope that such research will have a more 



substantial influence upon the evolution of telecommunications services
in the future than it has had in the past (see 6)?

The mass of research publications seems to yield far less in the way of
precise policy-related analysis than its bulk might initially suggest (see
5). One explanation for this lack of precision in recent communications
policy literature might be that the word “policy”, as the word “com-
munications” before it, has become so popular and useful that it is now
employed to serve a rather wide variety of undifferentiated purposes. A
well-timed plea for further “policy” studies will often succeed in justi-
fying, delaying, or even eventually circumventing a politically sensitive
communications issue while continuing to convey a clear sense of 
commitment to its solution. Similarly, research proposals with the 
word “policy” in their title seem to have better prospects for federal
funding than projects with more mundane communications-oriented 
designations.

The word “policy” also seems inappropriate as a description for the
day-to-day bureaucratic behavior of the typical telecommunications 
regulatory agency. “Policy” suggests a degree of broad deductive analy-
sis and consistent adherence to primary communication precepts seldom
found within actual administrative process. What is often mistaken for
“policy” is in reality nothing more than a recurring set of instinctive 
regulatory responses to parallel patterns of institutional change. In terms
of technological challenge, this allows technical and marketing consid-
erations to establish operating standards to which a telecommunications
agency can only respond, lacking the capacity once these systems begin
operation to do anything but authorize or suppress what they have been
unable to guide (2).

What should be the meaning of the word “policy” as it applies to this
field of investigation?

Perhaps the most effective way to provide such a definition would be to
examine the way in which “policy” relates to “regulation.” In its most
basic sense, regulation is that form of government that compels those
entities over which it has legal jurisdiction to act or refrain from acting
in the manner in which they would otherwise tend to act. For example,
regulation requiring a telecommunications entity to maximize its profit

168 Don R. LeDuc



would seem absurdly redundant, for this would be its natural tendency
in the absence of this requirement. However, a regulation requiring each
DBS system to dedicate one channel for “public access” messages would
probably be essential in order to achieve this end, for it is highly unlikely
that there would be sufficient economic incentive for DBS systems to
select this course of action on their own.3

In this context, “policy” represents one particularized aspect of such
regulation. While “regulation” is essentially restrictive, simply reducing
the operational options available to telecommunications operators, a
“policy” orients this broad general power of control toward the achieve-
ment of one specific societal objective. Thus while a regulation forcing
DBS system dedication of a “public access” channel might represent the
first stage in the development of a “policy” encouraging broader public
participation in DBS channel programming functions, pursuance of this
objective through law would require far more than the enactment of this
single statutory or code provision. The next step in furtherance of 
this policy might be to establish procedures for obtaining such access, or
to create sources of funding for access efforts, or some similar sequence
of ever more precise legislative definitions of the social objective. In this
sense “policy” can be distinguished quite clearly from routine regulation,
because it is not a single, somewhat instinctive response to a particular
problem, but a long-term and continual process of legal guidance
towards a clearly defined communication goal.

In practice, of course, this ideal type of policy direction seldom occurs
anywhere within the regulatory process, and has certainly been con-
spicuously absent from the field of telecommunications in all areas and
at all levels of control. The DBS “public access” concept provides an
excellent example of how such research might be presented to a policy-
making body.

In its presentation, research by industries begins with a number of tac-
tical advantages over research offered by scholars. Industry research is
based upon established engineering and economic principles, while social
scientists must argue from broad, unproven assumptions or narrow,
empirically derived projections. At the time, the industry evidence will
form a seamless pattern of documentation covering all aspects of the
issue, while each scholarly research project will tend to focus on only
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one aspect of the issue, leaving large gaps in the line of argument. Finally,
and perhaps most damaging to the scholars’ case, telecommunication
advocates can argue from experience, while scholars must base their
arguments upon speculation, however precisely developed and 
documented.

Yet, even if the policy-making body should be influenced to support
the policy objective described in the communication research proposal,
the absence in most reports of any practical recommendations for trans-
lating this objective into day-to-day communication practices may either
discourage such support or limit its effectiveness in achieving this objec-
tive. For example, perhaps the only resolution of the DBS “public access”
channel policy debate more damaging than its rejection would be its
adoption without the supporting legislation essential for the attainment
of that objective. In some cases, in fact, a poorly designed social inter-
est proposal that was adopted and then failed could be far more benefi-
cial in the long run for industry members opposed to the policy than
would its prevention in the first place. While the typical scholarly
research project cannot propose the specific legislative language neces-
sary to effectuate the policy it supports, it would not seem unreasonable
to hope for some discussion of tactics that might be useful to enhance
its ultimate benefits for society.

Most proposals fail at the first stage of consideration, unable, if chal-
lenged by more experienced and effectively organized industry oppo-
nents, to sustain that burden of proof always resting with those
advocating change. Even those proposals that survive may find that
policy-maker support for the principle they advocate does not always
reflect a commitment to support the regulatory program necessary for
its realization. However, even if we assume that this particular DBS-
delivered “public access” channel policy has been adopted by a govern-
mental body with authority in its own right to enact those regulations
necessary to enforce its requirements upon all DBS systems under its
jurisdiction, this still does not guarantee in any way that the social objec-
tive reflected in that policy will ever be fully realized.4

The sole attribute of DBS dissemination that would result in it being
specified for the delivery of public access services would be its status as
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the only type of system with unallocated channel space available for this
service. Similarly, in the absence of regulatory distinctions, there would
be no logical basis for a researcher to insist on one class of telecommu-
nication system over another in terms of social effects.

At law, however, it is the particular communications medium offering
a service that determines nearly all rights relating to that service. This
occurs in all major industrial nations of the world because statute or
code provisions are designed to apply uniformly to all entities possess-
ing the same legally relevant characteristics. This classic principle of legal
organization is effective in most instances because it allows legislation to
avoid the redundancy that would otherwise occur if statutory or code
provisions had to be repeated to encompass each new entity that emerged
within a class of entities already defined by law. In addition, it is also
equitable in most instances because it accords the same rights and
requires the same obligations of similar competing nations.

The crucial flaw for telecommunications law in this system of 
organization is that the characteristic selected in the past as the 
definitive one—mode of delivery—is no longer relevant to a 
determination of most rights in communication.

Thus, regulatory agencies, confined by media-oriented jurisdictional
restraints, must approach each communication issue on the basis of the
“medium” involved, as if distinguishing between “railroad” and “truck”
shipments would somehow reveal the social or economic dimensions of
the cargo being carried. This is also the reason, for instance, that the
FCC has been compelled to squander its own limited research resources
in recent times on such seemingly irrelevant questions as whether a
“common carrier” satellite entity can offer subscription broadcast
service, whether a broadcaster can provide a specialized point-to-point
sideband channel for certain customers, or whether a telephone common
carrier should be allowed to operate a broadband communication
system.

In the case of DBS-delivered public access service, this irrelevant
“medium”-oriented legal classification system could operate to prevent
the realization of its public participation objectives at both the interna-
tional and national levels. In terms of the International Telecommunica-
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tions Union (ITU) categorization, DBS frequency assignments must be
classified as either Fixed Satellite Services (FSS) or Broadcast Satellite 
Services (BSS). Thus each satellite in a DBS system, limited to either one
or the other of these services by those frequencies it has been assigned
by the ITU, would not be capable of disseminating public access pro-
gramming to a general audience if any portion of its remaining services
were FSS in nature. In many instances national law would impose a
second barrier to implementation of DBS public access service, because
satellite entities are at present considered to be communication “common
carriers,” and common carriers are not accorded the right by their tra-
ditional point-to-point classification to disseminate messages of any kind
to the general public.

Thus, even if the DBS public access proposal would be successful in
gaining policy-maker support, its prospects for survival within a
“medium”-bound communications law definitional and jurisdictional
system would appear to be extremely dim. In essence, this system,
whether Common Law or Civil Law, operates to discourage innovation
in communication services at every stage of the policy process because
of an orientation requiring that it assess every proposed function in terms
of its degree of conformance with those traditional services it already
administers(3).

The structure of the policy-making body, its ability to enact necessary
legislation, and even the attitude of that agency responsible for its
enforcement, all may have a substantial influence upon the ultimate
form of telecommunications principles.

So much attention is generally devoted to the isolation of those areas
of telecommunication law requiring policy revision that none seems to
remain for selecting the proper organization to formulate it. Yet the
choice of a particular type of policy-making structure to resolve those
questions raised by an initial inquiry is likely to have a profound and
generally predictable effect upon this process. For example, if policy is
to be formulated by the telecommunications agency that is currently 
regulating the dominant form of communication service within that
society, the natural tendency will be for it to “regularize” or consolidate
services as a primary principle, adopting policies relegating new services
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to a secondary or auxiliary status in order to attain this objective. In 
contrast, if policy-formulation responsibility is delegated to a newly
emerging governmental body charged with an obligation to encourage
technological advances in the field of telecommunications, the result will
likely be recommendations supporting all functions proposed that would
challenge the dominant position of the traditional medium in that field,
and that will also incidentally tend to expand its own base of authority.

In an effort to avoid these obvious types of structural biases, some
nations have turned to new organizations or commissions specially
created to formulate telecommunication policies. Unfortunately,
however, the impartial nature of such bodies cannot be maintained for
long, since they must be staffed with experienced telecommunication
administrators, whose experiences have probably created those precon-
ceptions that the commission was crested to avoid.

Once these deliberations have ended, in most cases any policy pro-
nouncements issued must be referred to a legislative or administrative
body for action. Here again, the same type of influences within the com-
mittee of the legislature or the bureau of the agency may operate to alter
or ignore those communication principles which the policy statement
may reflect.

Yet even if legislative or code provisions are drafted that incorporate
each aspect of the telecommunications principle supported by the policy
statement, one last crucial stage remains—the administrative agency
charged with its enforcement must develop those procedures essential for
its supervision. It is here that the crucial distinction between “regula-
tion” and “policy” becomes most apparent. If any agency simply acqui-
esces to an enactment it opposes, its refusal to provide those detailed
regulatory guidelines essential to direct its function will usually succeed
in effectively frustrating its objectives. A slightly more subtle but equally
effective bureaucratic technique for vitiating a policy it opposes might
be to enact dutifully the proper policy guidelines required but at the same
time to let it be known that it has no strong commitment to their enforce-
ment. These examples illustrate an administrative agency’s substantial if
generally unrecognized influence over the nature of those principles that
will shape telecommunication services in each nation.
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In addition to expanding the capacity to adapt to and influence future
telecommunications policy formulation, communications policy
research can analyze the process itself as a system of communication
and as a framework for evaluations of telecommunications functions.

For example, scholars involved in investigations of telecommunica-
tions evolution might point out the inappropriateness of the present
“medium”-based jurisdictional and legal definition system in communi-
cations regulation. Other researchers might challenge the continued 
relevance of terms such as “common carrier” or “broadcaster” in
telecommunication policy deliberations. Where, for example, can we
now draw a line between those supposedly mutually exclusive terms to
distinguish a first-come, first-served public access service now classified
as a broadcast function, from the traditional “open to the public without
distinction” characteristic of the common carrier? When does a common
carrier, through its development of a general public data or information
program such as “teletext” or “mass informatics,” become transformed
by its mass audience content creation and dissemination into a 
broadcaster?

The telecommunications regulator is too deeply enmeshed in current
administrative controversies to attempt such reform, and the legislator,
policy-maker, and communications attorney are too preoccupied with
the operation of the existing process to consider, much less undertake,
the responsibility for its improvement.

Communications policy research traditionally has been confined to an
analysis of the communication process, delegating to others responsibil-
ity for realizing its principles through law. Although greater knowledge
of the policy process itself will give the research no greater authority over
its operation, it could in many instances suggest the most effective tactics
for developing particular principles in terms of legal implementation and
directing them for consideration to the proper policy-making forum. A
more comprehensive knowledge of the policy-making process should
also encourage communication researchers to propose improvements in
that accretion of historical accidents that now defines the scope of most
telecommunications services. With an awareness of the nature and func-
tion of regulation, perhaps social research or communications policy will
be able to make more studied, more practical, and more far-reaching 
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recommendations for the emerging DBS systems. If not, then the vigil for
a messianic medium somehow capable of its own redemption must begin
anew.

Notes

1. The race has reached the point where some nations are already beginning 
to declare themselves the winner. Japan is the acknowledged leader at the
moment, but Canada claimed one small victory by announcing in September
1979 that it was the first nation in the world offering direct satellite to home
television service on a regular basis, even though this service was available only
to one small, isolated segment of its population (1). West Germany, France, and
Italy have announced intentions to launch domestic DBS systems of their own
in the near future if the European Broadcasting Union-sponsored direct broad-
cast satellite program fails to progress. The great pressure to excel of course has
economic implications as well, for those domestic industries that gain the initial
experience in developing and launching such systems will be in the best com-
petitive position for contracts from other nations to develop their systems in the
future.

2. This pattern of granting channels only to those entities that are already
involved in telecommunications or broadcasting is already apparent in Japan and
West Germany, for example, where only “establishment” common carrier or
broadcast organizations are being considered for channel allocations.

3. This statement may appear “culture bound” at first glance, for it may seem
to apply only to private commercial telecommunication organizations. Yet 
criticisms of PTT tariffs for broadcast service in Western Europe, as just one
example, indicate that even non-profit, quasi-governmental organizations are
sensitive to attacks upon their allocation of budget resources that may induce
the same concern for economic constraints experienced by their “profit-minded”
counterparts (see ref. 4).

4. This, of course, is a giant assumption. Governmental task forces in the United
States, Canada, Australia, Great Britain, New Zealand, and others have each
issued massive communication policy formulations during the past decade that
have never been enacted into law.
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Government Regulation of “Adult”
Businesses Through Zoning and Anti-
Nudity Ordinances: Debunking the Legal
Myth of Negative Secondary Effects
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Since 1976, the United States Supreme Court has decided a series of cases
focusing on whether the free speech clause of the First Amendment
allows cities and states to enact legislation controlling the location of
“adult” businesses.1 These “zoning” regulations, which may prevent a
sex-related business from operating, for example, within a certain
number of feet from residences, schools and houses of worship or a given
distance from one-another, have been predicated on the notion that cities
and other municipalities have a substantial interest in combating so-
called “negative secondary effects” on the neighborhoods surrounding
adult businesses. These secondary effects have most often included
alleged increases in crime, decreases in property values, and other indi-
cators of neighborhood deterioration in the area surrounding the adult
business. Typically, communities have either conducted their own inves-
tigations of potential secondary effects or have relied on studies con-
ducted by other cities or localities.

In more recent years, the Court has considered the constitutionality of
anti-nudity legislation passed by municipalities or states that have relied
on the negative secondary effects doctrine as justification.2 The Court in
Barnes v. Glen Theatre, Inc. held that the State of Indiana could regu-
late nudity; with a plurality of the Court concluding that the government
could undertake such regulation to protect the public order and moral-
ity.3 In a concurring opinion, however, Justice Souter argued that the
State had justified the ban on the basis of the presumed negative sec-
ondary effects on the surrounding community.4

Most recently, in City of Erie v. Pap’s A.M., the Court again held that
municipalities have the right under appropriate circumstances to pass



anti-nudity ordinances.5 Again, however, the Court was fractured. Three
justices agreed with Justice O’Connor’s opinion that combating negative
secondary effects supposedly associated with adult businesses was a legit-
imate basis for the imposition of an anti-nudity regulation.6 Most notable
for the purposes of this article was, however, Justice Souter’s partial con-
currence and partial dissent, in which he significantly revised the posi-
tion he took regarding secondary effects in Barnes. In Pap’s, Justice
Souter admitted that the evidence of a relationship between adult busi-
nesses and negative secondary effects is at best inconclusive.7 He called
into question the reliability of past studies that purported to demonstrate
these effects and suggested that municipalities wishing to ban nudity
must show evidence of an actual relationship between adult businesses
and negative effects.8

The recent expansion of the secondary effects “doctrine” to include
not only the zoning of adult businesses but now the regulation of the
content of expression within these establishments, raises the question:
How reliable and valid are the so called “studies” conducted by indi-
vidual municipalities and shared nationwide with other municipalities
attempting to regulate the location of, and most recently, erotic expres-
sion within, adult businesses? Examined in this article is the scientific
validity of the research considered by municipalities across the country
as a justification for the regulation of adult businesses.

The Supreme Court on Obscenity

Early attempts to regulate adult businesses involved enforcement of
obscenity laws. The United States Supreme Court rendered its first
authoritative decision on obscenity in Roth v. United States.9 The Court
ruled that obscene material was not protected by the First Amendment
to the Constitution. It defined obscene materials as those that “appeal
to a prurient interest” in sex (defined as a shameful, morbid and
unhealthy interest in sex) and are presented in a “patently offensive
way.”10

Through the 1960s, the Roth test was refined to reflect objections to
the suppression of erotica. In Kingsley International Pictures Corp. v.
Regents, the Court found that a film based on the erotic novel, Lady
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Chatterly’s Lover, was not obscene under the Roth test.11 The Court
greatly expanded the scope of permissible sexual portrayals with its 
decision in Memoirs v. Massachusetts.12 At issue was the literary work,
Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, commonly known as Fanny Hill, by
John Cleland. The Court ruled that the prosecution must prove to the
jury’s satisfaction that the work in question is “utterly without socially
redeeming value.” In the Court’s view the First Amendment protection
given to “socially redeeming ideas” was sufficient to override the accom-
panying portrayals of sexual activity.13 Later, the Court further broad-
ened its notion of permissibility by striking down another obscenity
conviction in Stanley v. Georgia.14 In this case, the defendant had been
found guilty of possessing obscene materials in his home. The Supreme
Court ruled that the First Amendment provides protection for the indi-
vidual’s right to receive information and ideas about sex.15

The body of social science research sponsored by the 1970 Presiden-
tial Commission on Obscenity and Pornography in the United States 
was the first systematic academic foray into the study of exposure to 
sexually explicit materials.16 Consistent with the more liberal Supreme
Court rulings in the 1960s, the Commission concluded that there 
were no scientifically demonstrated harmful effects from pornography
and recommended legalization of all forms of sexually explicit 
communication.

A more politically conservative Court ruled, in Miller v. California,
that “contemporary community standards” must be used to resolve the
underlying questions of fact regarding “prurient interest” and “patent
offensiveness.”17 By the late 1980s and early 1990s empirical studies esti-
mating community standards for sexually explicit materials suggested
that even in politically conservative communities, the majority of citizens
actually found such materials non-obscene.18

Recently, some feminists have argued that the traditional obscenity
perspective, with its emphasis on sexual explicitness and its notion of
offensiveness, moral corruption and shame, is misguided.19 In their 
view, the regulation of pornography should not be a means for the gov-
ernment to preserve public morals. Instead, regulation should prevent
harms to women, including sexual harassment, discrimination and
sexual assault.
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Efforts to change the legal system to allow women to address pornog-
raphy’s supposed harms were undertaken in the 1980s. The purpose of
these laws was to permit women to address the harms claimed to have
been done to them by pornography, both as individuals and as a class
of persons. In the early 1980s, a model ordinance was introduced in 
Minneapolis, where it was rejected, and in Indianapolis, where it passed
and became law for a time. The ordinance defined pornography as the
“graphic sexually explicit subordination of women.” Immediately after
its passage, the Indianapolis ordinance was challenged. A federal district
court declared the Indianapolis ordinance unconstitutional in American
Booksellers Association v. Hudnut, arguing that an ordinance that makes
injuries of pornography actionable is unconstitutional under the First
Amendment because the law prohibits expression of a point of view.20

Social science research testing feminist sociolegal theory has examined
pornography’s effect on attitudes that justify violence towards women,
undermine viewer sensitivity to female victims of rape and violence and
increase discriminatory and sexually explicit behavior.21

Most recently, governments have shifted away from obscenity prose-
cutions and are attempting to regulate live performances in adult night-
clubs across the United States. These regulations have often been based
on the notion that government is permitted to ban behavior, such as nude
dancing, if such laws can be shown to be “content neutral” and directed
at curbing the so-called adverse secondary effects allegedly associated
with adult businesses.22 Lawmakers across the country have referred to
a number of secondary effects studies undertaken by municipalities inter-
ested in “zoning” adult businesses as justification for regulating nudity
in the business. The scientific validity of this research is the subject of
this study.

The Zoning of Adult Entertainment Businesses and the First
Amendment

Beginning with the 1976 case, Young v. American Mini Theatres, Inc.,23

several United States Supreme Court decisions have provided guidance
as to what constitutes permissible government regulation of the location
of adult entertainment establishments, given the protection provided by
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the Free Speech Clause of the First Amendment.24 The Court has nor-
mally subjected ordinances that restrict the location of adult businesses
to an evaluation under the framework for content restrictions on 
symbolic speech set forth in the four-part test in United States v.
O’Brien.25

Justice Powell applied the four-part O’Brien test in his plurality
opinion in Young.26 In that case, the Court upheld a Detroit zoning ordi-
nance that regulated the location of adult theaters. The ordinance man-
dated that adult theaters not locate within 1,000 feet of any two other
“regulated uses” or within 500 feet of a residential area. The Detroit
ordinance did not attempt to eliminate adult entertainment; rather its
aim was to disperse such businesses in an effort to minimize so-called
negative secondary effects. In upholding this ordinance, the plurality
opinion of the Court reaffirmed the doctrine that a government regula-
tion must have a real and substantial deterrent effect on legitimate
expression before it will be invalidated.27 The Court said the ordinance
was not an invalid prior restraint on protected expression because it had
neither the intent nor the effect of suppressing speech but was aimed at
controlling the secondary effects caused by adult businesses on sur-
rounding uses.28

In another landmark decision regarding a municipality’s attempt to
control secondary effects allegedly caused by adult businesses, City of
Renton v. Playtime Theatres, Inc., the Court upheld a Renton, 
Washington, zoning ordinance that, although not banning adult busi-
nesses altogether, did prohibit them from locating within 1,000 feet of
any residential zone, church, park or school.29 The Court held that the
Renton ordinance did not restrict First Amendment rights, as the pur-
poses of the ordinance were unrelated to the suppression of speech and
the restrictions were the least intrusive means by which to further the
government’s interests.30 Part of the precedent set by Renton is a three-
prong test stipulating that an ordinance must: (1) Be content neutral and
aimed only at curbing secondary effects, (2) provide alternate avenues of
communication and (3) further a substantial governmental interest.31

Further, the Court stated for the first time that a city interested in
restricting the operation of adult businesses was not required to show
adverse impact from the operation of adult theaters in its own 
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community, if no such experience existed, but could instead rely on the
experiences of other cities as a rationale for supporting the passage of
an ordinance.32 The court of appeals had found that “because the Renton
ordinance was enacted without be benefit of studies specifically relating
to ‘the particular problems or needs of Renton,’ the city’s justifications
for the ordinance were ‘conclusory.’ The Supreme Court maintained that
the court of appeals had placed an unnecessary burden of proof on the
city, ruling that Renton—which had no adult businesses—could rely pri-
marily on experiences of and studies produced by the nearby city of
Seattle as evidence of a relationship between adult uses and negative sec-
ondary effects.34 Thus, the Court ruled that the First Amendment does
not require a city to conduct new studies or produce new evidence before
enacting an ordinance, so long as the evidence relied upon is reasonably
believed to be relevant to the problem the city faces.35

Since Renton, a number of cities, counties and states have undertaken
investigations intended to establish the presence of such secondary effects
and their connection to adult facilities. These studies have, in turn, been
shared with other municipalities and generally serve as the basis for
claims that adult entertainment establishments are causally related to
harmful secondary side effects, such as increased crime and decreases in
property values. Many local governments across the United States have
relied on this body of shared information as evidence of the secondary
effects of adult businesses. Further, in most cases, cities and other gov-
ernmental agencies have used the findings of a core set of studies from
other locales as a rationale for instituting regulation of such businesses
in their own communities.

Recent Applications of the Secondary Effects Doctrine

In 1991, the U.S. Supreme Court began down the road to expanding the
“secondary effects” doctrine as a justification for a total ban on nude
dancing. In Barnes v. Glen Theatre, Inc.,36 the enforcement of Indiana’s
public indecency law, which prevented totally nude dancing by indirectly
requiring a dancer to perform in no less than pasties and a G-string, did
not violate the First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of expression.37

Led by Chief Justice Rehnquist, a plurality found the anti-nudity ordi-
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nance in question was constitutional because it was aimed at protecting
societal order and morality.38 The Court had held in previous cases that
such an objective represented a sufficient government interest.39 Couch-
ing the decision as simply supporting a constitutionally protected time,
place and manner restriction of expression, the plurality argued that 
the Indiana statute did not proscribe erotic dancing. Instead, the Chief
Justice argued, it simply ensured that any such performance would
include the wearing of scant clothing.40

Justice Souter’s concurring opinion gave particular attention to the
notion of a state’s substantial interest in combating the secondary effects
of adult entertainment establishments.41 Justice Souter stated that the
type of entertainment the Indiana statute was aimed at regulating was
clearly of the same character as that at issue in a number of past deci-
sions by both the Supreme Court42 as well as lower courts.43 He went on
to suggest that it was therefore no leap to say that live nude dancing of
the sort at issue in Barnes was “. . . likely to produce the same pernicious
secondary effects as the adult films displaying ‘specified anatomical areas’
at issue in Renton.”44 Souter then applied the precedent set forth in
Renton, stating:

In light of Renton’s recognition that legislation seeking to combat the secondary
effects of adult entertainment need not await localized proof of those effects, the
State of Indiana could reasonably conclude that forbidding nude entertainment
of the type offered at . . . the Glen Theatre’s “bookstore” furthers its interest in
preventing prostitution, sexual assault and associated crimes.45

Thus, Justice Souter wrote that municipalities could assume that nega-
tive secondary effects result from nude dancing establishments when jus-
tifying regulation of such expression.

The Supreme Court most recently addressed the constitutionality of
regulating adult entertainment in City of Erie v. Pap’s A.M. A fractured
majority upheld an Erie, Pennsylvania, ordinance that, like the statute
considered in Barnes, required a dancer to wear at least pasties and a G-
string during a performance.46 A majority of five Justices agreed that the
case called for the application of the O’Brien test. Further, a majority
held that the Erie ordinance was aimed at the important government
interest of combating the harmful secondary effects associated with nude
dancing.47 A plurality of four justices—not a majority of the Court—held
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that Erie had met this burden by relying on the evidentiary foundation48

set forth in both Renton and Young.49

Justice Souter’s Partial Dissent in Pap’s
Only a plurality of justices agreed that the city of Erie had demonstrated
evidence of a compelling government interest. Justice Souter disagreed.50

In Barnes, he opined that the government could assume that “pernicious
secondary effects” would result from the presence of nude dancing estab-
lishments.51 In Pap’s, however, Justice Souter demanded that cities such
as Erie, interested in regulating nude dancing on the basis of adverse sec-
ondary effects, should be required to provide germane evidence of a rela-
tionship between nude dancing and these secondary effects.52 Ruefully,
Justice Souter stated:

Careful readers . . . will of course realize that my partial dissent rests on a
demand for an evidentiary basis that I failed to make when I concurred in Barnes.
. . . I should have demanded the evidence then, too, and my mistake calls to mind
Justice Jackson’s foolproof explanation of a lapse of his own, when he quoted
Samuel Johnson, “Ignorance, sir, ignorance.” McGrath v. Kristensen, 340 U.S.
162, 178 (1950) (concurring opinion). I may not be less ignorant of nude dancing
than I was nine years ago, but after many subsequent occasions to think further
about the needs of the First Amendment, I have come to believe that a govern-
ment must toe the mark more carefully than I first insisted. I hope it is enlight-
enment on my part, and acceptable even if a little late.53

In his opinion, Justice Souter questions the evidence used by munici-
palities of a relationship between adult businesses and negative sec-
ondary effects, concluding that such a relationship can no longer be
presumed from past studies.54 In support of his position, Justice Souter
cited an amici brief that contained a condensed summary of the critique
of existing secondary effects studies reported below.55

Evaluating the Validity of Secondary Effects Studies
Since the secondary effects doctrine appears to be expanding, it is imper-
ative that it be based on solid evidence that the operation of an adult
entertainment business has a deleterious effect on the surrounding com-
munity. Unfortunately, when municipalities have conducted studies in the
past, there has not been a set of methodological criteria or minimum
standards, to which the cities were required to adhere. Without such
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standards, cities may be relying on flawed databases. This problem is
further compounded when courts allow previous studies, conducted in
other cities, to supplant data collected in the city where the ordinance is
being proposed. A flawed study replicates errors across localities. It
makes little sense to generalize to the experiences of other cities on the
basis of what may be an invalid investigation in the first place.

The basic requirements for the acceptance of scientific evidence, such
as secondary effects studies, were prescribed by the Supreme Court in
the 1993 case of Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals, Inc.56 In
Daubert, the Court held that there are limits on the admissibility of sci-
entific evidence offered by “expert witnesses” in federal courts. The
Court noted that scientific knowledge must be grounded in the methods
and procedures of science and must be based on more than subjective
belief or unsupported speculation.57 Offering observations as to how this
connection can be made, the Court provided a list of factors that federal
judges could consider in ruling on a proffer of expert scientific testimony,
including the notion of falsifiability, peer review and publication, error
rate and adherence to professional standards in using the technique in
question.58

Since a core set of studies has been and continues to be relied upon
by hundreds of local municipalities as evidence of negative secondary
effects, a central concern must be the methodological rigor, and there-
fore trustworthiness, of these studies. This is particularly true when the
Supreme Court requires that a municipality establish that such regula-
tions are necessary to further the governmental interest of ameliorating
secondary effects and that such regulations are no broader than is essen-
tial to the furtherance of such interest.59

To evaluate the validity of the secondary effects studies cited by com-
munities across the country, this article will abstract and analyze the
methods and major empirical findings in the relevant research. With few
exceptions, the methods most frequently used in these studies are seri-
ously and often fatally flawed. Specifically, these studies do not adhere
to professional standards of scientific inquiry and nearly all universally
fail to meet the basic assumptions necessary to calculate an error rate—
a test of the reliability of findings in science. More importantly, those
studies that are scientifically credible demonstrate either no negative 
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secondary effects associated with adult businesses or a reversal of the
presumed negative effect.

The Core Set of Frequently Cited Scientific Studies of Secondary Effects
Amassed for this study were a large body of laws enacted for the regu-
lation of adult entertainment businesses and as many as possible of the
empirical and non-empirical reports examining potential secondary
effects of such businesses produced or purportedly relied upon by munic-
ipalities considering the issue. Often, the laws—usually municipal ordi-
nances—contain “preambles” that specifically set forth which of the
various “secondary effects studies” the municipality is relying on as jus-
tification for enacting the particular regulation. Presumably, these studies
are listed in order to comply with the Renton requirement that a munic-
ipality rely upon evidence “reasonably believed to be relevant to the
problem that the city addresses.”60

The interest is in examining the methodological legitimacy of every
“study” cited by municipalities as containing evidence of the relationship
between adult entertainment businesses and negative secondary effects.
Several steps were taken to obtain as many such studies as possible. First,
several attorneys known for their experience and expertise in the arena
of adult business regulation were contacted and asked to provide lists
and, when possible, printed copies of studies that they were aware had
been cited in municipal and state zoning ordinances. Second, the citations
found in each of the obtained studies and zoning ordinances were scanned
for additional studies on secondary effects. Finally, several additional
individuals that have expert knowledge in the area of adult business 
regulation were asked to supplement the list of “studies.”61 In all, a 
total of 107 reports were eventually obtained. To be included in the 
analysis, each report must have been cited by at least one municipality 
as evidence of a relationship between adult entertainment businesses 
and negative secondary effects. Although it is more than likely that 
not every single “secondary effects study” is included in this review, the
extensive literature search nevertheless resulted in a large and, more
importantly, a representative number of such reports. This study 
has located, collected and analyzed the vast majority of “studies” that
communities purport to rely upon when enacting regulations of adult
businesses.62
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First considered in detail are the four most frequently cited (and relied
upon) studies of secondary effects: Indianapolis, Indiana (1984),63

Phoenix, Arizona (1979),64 Los Angeles, California (1977),65 and St.
Paul, Minnesota (1978).66 As can be seen in table 9.1, these studies have
been cited as evidence of the relationship between adult entertainment
businesses and negative secondary effects by no less than twenty-seven
different municipalities. The problems that have been found in these four
reports in regard to misunderstandings of their “findings” and method-
ological failings (discussed in detail below) pertain as well to the next
six most frequently relied-upon reports. Discussed next are these six
studies, in brief, at the end of the review of the four most frequently cited
studies. Accordingly, the concerns that are outlined below apply to all
of the “top ten” relied upon “secondary effects studies.” And, virtually
all of the reports that have been analyzed have these same failings, often
because they themselves relied upon earlier “studies” that contained the
same flaws discussed below.

The Basic Requirements for the Acceptance of Scientific Evidence

In an attempt to prevent the proliferation in courtrooms of “junk
science,” the United States Supreme Court in Daubert held that there are
limits on the admissibility of scientific evidence offered by “expert wit-
nesses” in federal courts.67 The Court opined that scientific knowledge
must be grounded “in the methods and procedures of science” and must
be based on more than “subjective belief or unsupported speculation.”68

Thus, the Court said, “the requirement that an expert’s testimony pertain
to ‘scientific knowledge’ establishes a standard of evidentiary reliabil-
ity.”69 In a footnote, the Court observes that “[i]n a case involving 
scientific evidence, evidentiary reliability will be based upon scientific
validity.”70 Offering “some general observations” as to how this con-
nection can be made, the Court provided a list of factors that federal
judges could consider in ruling on a proffer of expert scientific testimony:
(1) The “key question” is whether the theory or technique under scrutiny
is testable, borrowing Karl Popper’s notion of falsifiability.71 (2)
Although publication was not an absolute essential, the Court noted that
peer review and publication increased “the likelihood that substantive
flaws in methodology will be detected.”72 (3) Error rate.73 (4) Adherence
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Table 9.1
Ten Most Frequently Referenced Studies and Municipalities That Referenced
Them in Drafting Legislation Regulating Adult Businesses

1. Indianapolis, Ind. (1984): Dallas (1986), The Bronx (1995), Ramsey
(1990), Manchester, N.H., Brooklyn, Minn., Beaumont (1982), St. Paul, Minn.
(1987/1988), Times Square, N.Y. (1993), Newport News, Va. (1996), Kansas
City, Mo. (1998), Falcon Heights, Minn. (1994), Fridley, Minn., Brooklyn
Park, Minn., Manatee County, Fla., Lynnwood, Wash. (1990), Oklahoma City
(1986), New Hanover County (1989), Rochester/Olmsted (1988), Seattle
(1989), St. Cloud, Minn. (1982), St. Croix (1993), St. Paul (1994)

2. Phoenix, Ariz. (1979): Dallas (1986), The Bronx (1995), St. Paul (1994),
Ramsey (1990), Manchester, N.H., Brooklyn, Minn., St. Paul, Minn.
(1987/1988), Times Square, N.Y. (1993), Newport News, Va. (1996),
Minnesota (1989), Kansas City, Mo. (1998), Falcon Heights, Minn. (1994),
Fridley, Minn., Brooklyn Park, Minn., Manatee County, Fla., New Hanover
County (1989), Rochester/Olmsted (1988), St. Cloud, Minn. (1982)

3. Los Angeles, Calif. (1977): Dallas (1986), The Bronx (1995), Broward
County, Fla., Times Square, N.Y. (1993), Newport News, Va. (1996), Garden
Grove (1991), Bellevue, Wash. (1987) Manhattan (1994), Seattle (1989), St.
Cloud, Minn. (1982), St. Paul, Minn. (1994), St. Croix (1993), Brooklyn Park,
Minn.

4. St. Paul, Minn. (1987): Dallas (1986), Ramsey (1990), St. Paul, Minn.
(1987/1988), Times Square, N.Y. (1993), Minnesota (1989), Bellevue, Wash.
(1987), Brooklyn, Minn., Falcon Heights, Minn. (1994), Brooklyn Park,
Minn., Manatee County, Fla., Lynnwood, Wash. (1989), Rochester/Olmsted
(1988)

5. Austin, Tex. (1986): Dallas (1986), The Bronx (1995), Manchester, N.H.,
Broward County, Fla., Kansas City, Mo. (1998), Manatee County, Fla.,
Manhattan (1994), Seattle (1989), St. Cloud, Minn. (1982), St. Paul, Minn.
(1994)

6. St. Paul, Minn. (1987/1988): Brooklyn, Minn., Times Square, N.Y. (1993),
Minnesota (1989), Kansas City, Mo. (1998), Falcon Heights, Minn. (1994),
Fridley, Minn., Rochester/Olmsted (1988), St. Cloud, Minn. (1982), St. Paul,
Minn. (1994)

7. Amarillo, Tex. (1977): Dallas (1986), Beaumont (1982), Newport News,
Va. (1996), Manatee County, Fla., New Hanover County (1989), St. Croix
(1993), St. Paul, Minn. (1994)

8. Detroit, Mich. (1972): Beaumont (1982), Times Square, N.Y., (1993),
Bellevue (1987), New Hanover County (1989), St. Croix (1993)

9. Beaumont, Tex. (1982): Dallas (1986), Newport News, Va. (1996),
Manatee County, Fla., New Hanover County (1989), St. Croix (1993)

10. Kent, Wash. (1982): Des Moines, Wash., Bellevue, Wash. (1987),
Lynnwood, Wash. (1990), Seattle (1989)



to professional standards in using the technique in question.74 (5) Finally,
though not the sole or even the primary test, general acceptance could
“have a bearing on the inquiry.”75

While it may not be necessary to hold municipalities to each of these
considerations when weighing the validity of evidence substantiating the
existence of secondary effects research with adult businesses, at least two
factors are indispensable. It is at least a testable proposition that sec-
ondary effects may result from adult establishments, or else a study
would not have been undertaken in the first place. It can be further 
presumed that a lengthy peer review and publication process may be
unlikely due to the sense of urgency when communities tend to address
these issues. In addition, the general acceptance requirement is held to
have a bearing but is not an absolute consideration. The third and fourth
factors, however, the calculation of an error rate and adherence to pro-
fessional standards in using techniques or procedures, need to be applied
to these studies in order to ensure “evidentiary reliability.” Without this
reliability, there is no basis to determine whether there is a substantial
or important governmental interest involved, whether a specific piece 
of legislation is “necessary” in order to further that interest, or whether
it is “reasonable” for a municipality to rely upon such a study as a basis
for enacting legislation.76

In a scientific study, the error rate refers to the probability of accept-
ing a result as true, when in fact it is false.77 The rate is an indication of
the reliability of a finding. An error rate is determined by first calculat-
ing an estimation of a population characteristic (a statistic) that sum-
marizes the data that have been collected and then asking how likely it
is that that statistical value would be obtained by chance alone. The error
rate is the degree of chance a scientist will allow. In the social sciences,
it is conventional to set the error rate at five percent or less (that is, a
researcher will tolerate an error rate of five times out of one hundred
that the results may be obtained by chance).78

Unless certain assumptions are met, statistical tests cannot be applied
to the data, and an error rate cannot be calculated. Most important of
these assumptions in regard to, for example, survey research, is that the
units of analysis (for example, survey respondents) are randomly selected
from the population, or in regard to an experiment, that the units of
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analysis (for example, subjects) are randomly assigned to experimental
and control or comparison groups.79 The results of properly conducted
experiments and surveys are always couched in terms of an error rate.

In many cases, especially in field research, it is not possible to ran-
domly assign units of analysis to an experimental group and a control
group.80 This is universally true of “secondary effects” studies.81 When
this is the case, adherence to a set of professional standards that have
been devised by scientists in a particular area of inquiry to insure
methodological integrity and thus the validity of a study is all the more
necessary. These standards vary somewhat depending on the area of
inquiry or social science discipline, but they are generally known as pro-
fessional standards for conducting “quasi-experiments.”82

Four Criteria for Insuring a Scientifically Valid Study of Secondary
Effects
The majority of the secondary effects studies reviewed in this article gen-
erally assume the following form. Researchers assemble crime statistics
and calculate average property values and other general measures of
neighborhood quality or deterioration (for example, residential turnover
rate, local tax revenue, etc.) in the geographical area surrounding adult
entertainment businesses. In a few studies these measures are compared
to other areas that do not contain adult businesses. Another popular data
gathering method is to perform a survey in which residents or business
owners are asked for their opinions of the likely impact of adult enter-
tainment businesses on their neighborhoods.

Four criteria are crucial in insuring that a scientifically valid study of
secondary effects has been conducted. First, in order to insure accurate
and fair comparisons, a control area must be selected that is truly “equiv-
alent” to the area containing the adult entertainment business.83 Since
most studies of secondary effects attempt to uncover increases in crime
or neighborhood economic deterioration, professional standards dictate
that the control (non-adult) site must be comparable (matched) with 
the study (adult) site on variables related to crime and deterioration. Of
particular importance when studying crime is that the study and control
areas are matched for variables such as ethnicity and socioeconomic
status of individuals in both areas. Additionally, economic factors, such
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as median home value and total individuals employed and unemployed,
should be comparable in both areas. A concerted effort should also be
made to include only comparison areas with similar real estate market
characteristics including property values, rental rates and proportion of
unused commercial and industrial space in either area. The study and
control areas in a crime study should be approximately equal in total
population. Finally, because of the effect of businesses that serve alco-
holic beverages on increases in crime and neighborhood deterioration,
the study and control area should be matched on the presence of alcohol-
serving establishments.84

Second, a sufficient period of elapsed time, ideally both prior to 
and following the establishment of an adult entertainment business, is 
necessary when compiling data in order to ensure that the study is not
merely detecting an erratic pattern of social activity. Most methodolog-
ically sound, quasi-experimental, time-series analyses rely on at least a
one-year period prior to and after the introduction of the event under
study to test for significant changes. Generally, the longer the time period
before and after the event under consideration, the more stable (and
more valid) the estimates of the event’s effects tend to be.85

Third, the crime rate must be measured according to the same valid
source for all areas considered.86 Studies on secondary effects typically
focus on two general types of crime in relation to adult entertainment
businesses. These two types of crime are “general criminal activity”
(including, but not limited to, robbery, theft, assault, disorderly conduct
and breaking and entering) and “crimes of a sexual nature” (including,
but not limited to, rape, prostitution, child molestation and indecent
public exposure). It is especially important that the measurement of these
crimes is based on the same information source for both sites and
throughout the entire study period. For example, if the study area mea-
sures crime by the number and type of calls made to the police depart-
ment, the control area must also rely on such a measure when the two
areas are compared.

In addition, the crime information source must be factually valid and
reliable, such as a daily log kept by police or a compilation of the number
of arrests. Many studies claim to measure area crime by asking survey
respondents about their estimates of the likelihood of being a victim of
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crime. Such data are not preferred because of their subjectivity and as
such, cannot be trusted as a valid representation of actual criminal activ-
ity in a particular area. Social scientists should hesitate to rely upon such
“evidence” to establish a causal link between adult businesses and sec-
ondary effects. The Daubert standard suggests such information may not
have sufficient “trustworthiness” to be admissible in a federal court.
However, if such subjective opinion research on crime is to be under-
taken, it should conform to the standards for conducting reliable and
valid survey research.

Researchers must also acknowledge any change in police surveillance
techniques once an adult entertainment business has been established in
a particular community. Obviously, increased surveillance of an area
simply because an adult business is located there will have an impact on
the amount of crime detected by the police. If increased police surveil-
lance and the opening of an adult business in a particular area are con-
founded in this way, it is impossible to tell whether crime has increased
due to the presence of the adult entertainment business or increased sur-
veillance police discovering more crime.

Finally, survey research, if relevant to the question at all, must be prop-
erly conducted. Most survey research in this area involves asking real
estate professionals, local property owners, law enforcement officers
and/or community residents to estimate the effect of the presence of an
adult entertainment business on a particular community. Less frequently,
surveys of citizens’ perception of crime and victimization are also under-
taken. While subjective surveys may provide a sense of the general
opinion of a particular group regarding the impact of adult enter-
tainment businesses on surrounding neighborhood property values or
criminal activity, this kind of survey does not provide sound empirical
evidence of any true relationship between these businesses and their
actual impacts on the surrounding areas. For instance, while the opin-
ions of real estate professionals are legitimate and important in regard
to other matters, they have a particularly strong interest in the issue and
as such, may produce biased results.

Survey evidence is not comparable to, nor can it replace, the evidence
supplied by objective comparisons of, for example, property values
and/or crime statistics complied by the police within areas containing
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adult entertainment businesses, with property values or crime statistics
within areas containing no such businesses. Such a comparative analysis
is the preferable social scientific means by which to establish a relation-
ship between the presence of adult entertainment businesses and either
decreases in property values or increases in crime for the surrounding
areas.

Even if some survey research may be relevant to the issue at hand—
although we doubt whether it truly is—it must be properly conducted in
order for the researcher to calculate an error rate. Professional standards
do exist for performing methodologically valid social scientific survey
research so that it possesses some degree of reliability and trustworthi-
ness. Adherence to these standards is essential if researchers hope to
obtain legitimate unbiased survey results. First, it is important to ensure
that a random sample of potential respondents is included in the study.87

Second, a sufficient response rate must be reached, and those who do
respond must not be a biased sub-portion of the sample.88 Finally, there
must be a sufficient number of respondents to provide a stable statisti-
cal estimate.89

The Four Most Frequently Cited Studies

The four most frequently cited studies and the degree to which they are
scientifically valid according to the criteria laid out above are summa-
rized in table 9.2. The studies are described below, including their 
findings and conclusions as well as their methodological strengths and
weaknesses, in reverse order of how often they have been cited by 
municipalities.

St. Paul, Minnesota (1978)90

This study represents the most methodologically sound of all of the
empirical research reviewed. Ironically, the St. Paul study does not claim
to have found any support for the existence of a relationship between
sexually oriented adult entertainment businesses and negative secondary
effects.

The study was methodologically stronger than most others for at least
two reasons. First, the researchers examined all seventy-six census tracts
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Table 9.2
How the Four Most Frequently Referenced Studies Fulfill the Criteria 
Necessary for Valid Research Concerning Secondary Effects

Study and
Control Areas Valid Measures

Criteria Properly of Crime Sufficient
Study Matched Statistics Time Lag

Indianapolis, Significant Measures Used only a three- 
Ind. (1986) differences in appear valid. year average for 

population size, (+) crime rates and   
zoning mix, property values.  
and property  No measures taken  
value. (-) prior to existence  

of adult businesses. 
(-)

Phoenix, Ariz. Significant Measures No significant  
(1979) differences in appear valid. time series data  

average income (+) considered. 
and age of No measures taken 
housing stock. prior to existence 
(-) of adult businesses. 

(-)

Los Angeles, Areas were Measures Data from over a 
Calif. (1977) comparable. appear valid. six-year period were

(+) (+) considered. During  
that time a number  
of businesses
both opened and
closed. (+)

St. Paul, Minn. Areas were Did not Data from over a 
(1978) comparable. consider crime six-year period 

(+) as a variable. were considered.  
(NA) During that time a  

number of 
businesses both 
opened and 
closed. (+)
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Evidence of
Change in Negative
Police Correct Survey Secondary
Surveillance Methodology Effects

No change Used random  Contains
in police sample of real evidence both
surveillance estate appraisers.  for and against
mentioned. Though only asked a relationship.
(+) for reaction to a  

hypothetical 
scenario. (+)

No change No survey data Contains some
in police collected. (NA) equivocal
surveillance evidence of a
mentioned. relationship.
(NA)

Admit to Used completely Contains
“stepped biased, nonrandom absolutely no
up” police sample of local objective
surveillance. residents and real evidence of a
(-) estate professionals relationship.

who lived or worked
within 500 feet of an
adult business. (-)

Did not No survey data Contains
consider collected. (NA) absolutely no
crime as a evidence of a
variable. relationship.
(NA)



within the St. Paul region. The authors compared all tracts containing
adult entertainment establishments with all of those that did not. As
such, the study examined the entire geographical “study universe,”
negating the need for random assignment of control areas or the appro-
priate matching of selected control areas to the study area. Second, the
study, which compared levels of neighborhood deterioration for study
and control areas, maintained a substantial time lag between the first
measures of deterioration and the second. Deterioration was determined
by examining crime counts, housing values and market and legal influ-
ences over the study period. Therefore, changes in neighborhood climate
between the first and second measures are more likely representative of
reliable neighborhood changes rather than erratic fluctuations in social
activity.

The most important aspect of this study is that it found absolutely no
relationship between sexually oriented businesses and neighborhood
deterioration. In fact, the study found that the only factor that was pre-
dictive of neighborhood deterioration was whether an alcohol-serving
establishment was operating within the area. No relationship was found,
however, between neighborhood deterioration and the presence of estab-
lishments that both served alcoholic beverages and offered live nude
entertainment.

Los Angeles, California (1977)91

This study is perhaps the most often incorrectly referenced of any em-
pirical research investigating the effects of adult-oriented businesses on
surrounding areas. In fact, although it is the third most relied-upon piece
of research that was found supposedly establishing the relationship
between adult-oriented businesses and negative social repercussions, 
the researchers actually never claim any significant support for such a
connection.

The study report consists of four parts. In the first part of the study,
the researchers openly admit that they found no evidence of a relation-
ship between the operation of adult entertainment businesses and poten-
tial negative effects. These conclusions were based on the results of a
comparison of the average property value changes for five study areas
and four control areas. Each of the five study areas was chosen because
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it contained a known cluster of adult entertainment businesses. The four
control areas were chosen because of their proximity and supposed sim-
ilarity to at least one of the study areas and because they did not have
an adult entertainment business operating within their borders. All of
the study and control areas were in Hollywood, North Hollywood or
Studio City.

The researchers reported that it was difficult to find any consistent
increase or decrease in property values associated with adult businesses.
Results of the comparisons found that for some study and control area
comparisons, there was a far larger decrease in the control (non-adult)
area. Such a result is contrary to the assumption underlying the sec-
ondary effects doctrine (that adult establishments themselves cause a
decrease in property values). Similarly, at least one study (adult) areas
increased in value by more than 400% over their comparable control
(non-adult) area. Again, this result is directly opposite to what one would
expect to see by assuming a connection between adult businesses and
secondary effects. Given these objective findings, the researchers stated
that there is “. . . insufficient evidence to support the contention that 
concentrations of sex oriented businesses have been the primary cause
of these patterns of change in assessed valuations between 1970 and
1976.”92 It seems that those who have incorrectly referenced this study
as supporting the relationship between adult entertainment businesses
and lower property rates have simply disregarded the preceding state-
ment by the study’s authors.

The second part of the Los Angeles study claimed that survey results
suggest that public opinion is strongly opposed to the operation of adult
businesses. Such a “study” does nothing more than attempt to gauge sub-
jective opinions and does not then serve to answer the more relevant
question of whether adult businesses actually cause secondary effects. In
addition, even in this subjective endeavor, the researchers failed to adhere
to minimum professional standards by failing to conduct the research in
accordance with proper survey techniques—most importantly, they failed
to obtain a random sample of respondents. Without adherence to the
requirement that a random sample of respondents be obtained, the study
authors cannot calculate an error rate, and the reliability of the results
cannot be determined. Instead, the Los Angeles study authors are left
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with a non-random survey of the opinions of potentially biased property
owners and real estate professionals who each lived and/or worked
within 500 feet of an adult entertainment business. Such a “survey”
offers no insight as to whether adult establishments engender secondary
effects and is not even representative of the broader public opinion on
the issue.

In the third part of the Los Angeles study, the researchers openly
acknowledge that they found no significant differences in crime rates
between the census tracts encompassing the areas containing adult enter-
tainment businesses and areas containing no such establishments. This
part of the study consisted of an examination of the crime and popula-
tion statistics for each of the census tracts containing clusters of adult
entertainment businesses. Only tracts containing the clusters of adult
businesses considered within the study areas for the first part of the study
(discussed above) were considered. These data were when compared to
those obtained from the census tracts containing each of the comparison
control (non-adult) areas used in the first part of the study. Both sets of
data were analyzed and compared over time in order to determine any
significant differences concerning crime rates. The study authors con-
cluded that in general there were no significant differences in crime rates
between the census tracts encompassing the study (adult) and control
(non-adult) areas and that no firm conclusions relevant to the study could
be developed.

The fourth and final part of the Los Angeles study involved a “special”
police study of the areas of Hollywood containing clusters of adult enter-
tainment businesses. However, the researchers failed to adhere to even
the most basic and rudimentary professional standards by failing to
attempt to make a comparison of crime statistics in these areas with 
those in comparable control (non-adult) areas. The researchers failed to
compare the areas surrounding adult businesses with comparable control
(non-adult) areas. In addition, the researchers admitted to a substantial
change in police surveillance of the area under study, which renders any
results at least suspect and most likely meaningless. Although the find-
ings of this study suggested high levels of criminal activity within these
clusters, any implication that this is connected to the presence of adult
businesses is invalidated by the fact that the researchers admitted to
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“stepped up” surveillance within these areas. Put simply, the police most
likely found greater amounts of crime in the adult establishment areas
because they were trying harder to find it. These failings and problems
take this portion of the study outside of the reliability criteria of Daubert
discussed above.

Phoenix, Arizona (1979)93

This report presents the findings of a study performed in Phoenix that
attempted to examine the relationship between adult entertainment busi-
nesses and local crime rates. This study claimed to find higher overall
crime rates in study areas containing adult-oriented businesses compared
to control areas containing no such businesses. However, the evidence of
negative secondary effects was equivocal at best. In addition, the study
fails to adhere to professional standards because the control sites are not
sufficiently comparable with the study site and there was not a sufficient
period of time for the collection of data, both prior to and following the
establishment of an adult entertainment business. The time control is
necessary to ensure that the study is not merely detecting an erratic
pattern of social activity.

The researchers selected three geographically diverse study areas, each
comprised of one census tract in which at least one adult entertainment
business was in operation. They further selected three control (non-adult)
tracts located directly adjacent to the study tract. An attempt was made
to match each of the three control areas with the study areas on several
dimensions, including the number of buildings built since 1950, the
median family income, median population age, percentage of acreage
used residentially and percentage of population that was non-white.

It is essential that the selected study and control areas be accurately
matched, but the matching of study and control census tracts for this
study was unacceptable. The median income for study area 1 was 30%
lower than that in the matching control, control area 1 had a substan-
tially greater number of buildings built since 1950 than the correspond-
ing study area, and study areas 2 and 3 each had significantly lower
median income levels than did their matching control areas. Since income
and crime levels are generally inversely related one might expect to see
higher crime rates with lower income irrespective of the presence of adult
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businesses. These failures to sufficiently match the study and control
areas suggest that this study does not adhere to acceptable professional
standards for scientific research.

In addition, there was an insufficient period of time, both prior to and
following the establishment of an adult entertainment business for reli-
able measures of crime or economic deterioration to be obtained. The
study was limited to crime rates for a one-year period. Because of the
extremely short period of time, one cannot be sure that the study was
not merely detecting an erratic pattern of social activity.

Finally, although the study findings suggested that overall crime rates
were higher in each of the study areas than those for each matching
control area, a composite index of “violent crimes,” which included
murder, robbery, assault and rape, was also constructed. Each study
(adult) area showed a lower rate of violent crime (including rape) than
the matched control (non-adult) area. In addition, the rate of child
molestation was higher in the control (non-adult) areas than in the
matched study (adult) areas. The results of the study offered, at best,
equivocal evidence of the relationship between crime rates and the oper-
ation of adult entertainment businesses.

Indianapolis, Indiana (1984)94

This study appeared to be the report most widely cited and relied upon
by municipalities as evidence of negative secondary effects. Regardless
of the problems with this report as outlined in this summary, the overall
study offered equivocal findings regarding the supposed relationship
between adult businesses and negative secondary effects. More impor-
tantly, in a subarea analysis most relevant to the question of the rela-
tionship between adult businesses and secondary effects, lower rather
than higher crime rates were found in all study (adult business) areas
when compared to control (no adult business) areas. In addition, the
overall study failed to adhere to rudimentary professional standards of
scientific evidence, and an error rate could not be calculated due to a
failure to meet basic statistical assumptions.

The methodological problems with this study can be summarized as
follows: (1) The control sites were not sufficiently comparable (properly
matched) with the study sites. (2) No measurements were taken prior to
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the establishment of an adult entertainment business to ensure that the
study was not merely picking up an already established crime pattern
that is independent of the adult businesses in the area. (3) There was a
potential confounding effect caused by adult entertainment businesses
that supplied both sexually oriented entertainment and alcoholic bever-
ages. (4) The researchers did not adhere to minimum professional stan-
dards by failing to conduct a survey study of real estate professionals in
accordance with proper survey techniques. Beyond being purely subjec-
tive, the most striking limitations of this survey study were that it asked
a national sample of real estate appraisers who were not from Indi-
anapolis to consider only a hypothetical scenario concerning adult busi-
nesses in an unspecified community. Thus, the survey results are not
applicable to the question of whether an adult business would have a
negative (even subjective) effect upon property values in the Indianapo-
lis area.

The Indianapolis study contained reports of four separate analyses.
Each had significant methodological problems that undercut its 
reliability.

While the first set of analyses purported to show that higher crime
rates were associated with adult entertainment businesses, the research-
ers failed to adhere to minimum professional standards by not properly
matching study and control areas and by not including a sufficient 
period of time prior to the establishment of an adult entertainment 
business for collection and analysis of data. In this portion of the report,
the researchers compared crime rates for six study areas containing at
least one adult entertainment business with crime rates for six control
areas containing no adult entertainment businesses. The study authors
attempted but failed properly to match control and study areas on a
number of criteria, including zoning mix, population size and age of
housing stock. Significant differences existed in reference to the zoning
mix within the majority of study versus control sites. In addition, the
control sites were 37% more heavily populated than the study sites. Since
population density and zoning mix are often associated with higher crime
rates, any differences found between the study and control areas could
very well have been due to these factors rather than the presence of adult
businesses.
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Another problem with the study was that it did not include a suffi-
cient period of time prior to the establishment of an adult entertainment
business for the collection and analysis of data. This lack of a measure-
ment some time before the adult business located in the area made it
impossible to determine whether findings of higher or lower crime rates
in either area were associated with the operation of adult entertainment
businesses or whether the study was simply detecting an already estab-
lished pattern of criminal activity.

Finally, also problematic was the fact that at least one establishment
that served alcoholic beverages was included within each of the study
areas, while this was not the case for each of the control areas. As at
least one study has found evidence that the presence of alcohol-serving
establishments are associated with higher rates of criminal activity,95 this
must be viewed as a potentially serious flaw (confound) to the study’s
validity. One would expect to see higher crime rates in areas that con-
tained establishments that served alcoholic beverages, regardless of the
presence or absence of any sexually oriented businesses.

Particularly interesting was the fact that the Indianapolis report
included a sub-area analysis that found lower rather than higher crime
rates in all areas where adult businesses were located compared to
control (non-adult) areas. This analysis involved a comparison of crime
statistics for a smaller sub-area of the larger areas considered in the first
analysis described above. The researchers examined crime rates in a
1,000-foot radius around the adult businesses in the study areas. They
compared these crime rates to those within a 1,000-foot radius around
a random centroid located within the control areas used in the first analy-
sis. This portion of the study would then appear to be the most relevant
of all to the question of whether adult businesses create or cause sec-
ondary effects in the areas immediately surrounding them. However, this
sub-area analysis found lower crime rates in all study areas compared to
control areas.

The Indianapolis report authors also claimed to have found a sub-
stantially smaller increase in property values for the study areas than for
the control areas. However, the researchers failed to adhere to minimum
professional standards by not properly matching study and control areas
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for this analysis. This portion of the study was therefore unreliable from
a scientific standpoint.

The analysis compared the average home mortgage value and average
number of homes sold for the control and study areas discussed in 
the first study, as well as those for the center township area. Since the
data came from the same study and control areas discussed in the 
first analysis, these data are fraught with the same methodological 
problems associated with that data set (that is, the study and control
areas were not properly matched). The average mortgage values in the
study areas were initially 49% higher than those in either the control
areas or the central township area. As such, the finding that the average
mortgage value for the control areas and central township area increased
by 77% and 56%, respectively, while the study areas saw only an average
increase of 26%, can be explained as the result of what is known as 
a ceiling effect. The study area values may have initially been far 
more inflated than the two comparison areas. Thus, it would come as
no surprise that the study areas saw a smaller increase in property 
value than the comparison areas. The vast differences in initial mortgage
values associated with the failure to properly match control and study
areas rendered the two areas far too dissimilar to consider as suitable
comparison groups. Finally, it should also be noted that despite the
greater increase in mortgage values for the control and center township
areas in comparison to the study (adult) areas, the study area still main-
tained a higher average mortgage value when the final measures were
taken.

The fourth analysis described in the Indianapolis report included the
results of a national survey of members of the American Institute of Real
Estate Appraisers. The data collection for this analysis was flawed in
three ways. First, survey research on perceived likely deterioration effects
is completely subjective and does not answer the question as to whether
there are secondary effects associated with adult establishments in terms
of actual property values, such as average home prices or other economic
indicators. Second, even in this subjective analysis, the researchers failed
to adhere to minimum professional standards by failing to conduct the
study in accordance with proper survey techniques. Although a random
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sample of real estate professionals was obtained, the response rate was
unacceptably low (only one third of the respondents returned the ques-
tionnaire). Further, no error rate was calculated for the percentages
reported in the study. Without the calculation of an error rate, the
researchers cannot establish a “confidence interval” around the percent-
ages calculated in the study. This is especially troublesome given the fact
many of the findings hovered around the fifty percent mark. Without
some indication of the confidence one can place in these estimates, it is
unclear if the majority or a minority of respondents projected a negative
impact if adult businesses were to locate in a community.

Third, and even more problematic, the sampled appraisers were asked
only to consider a brief hypothetical situation concerning a middle-class
family that lived in an area in which an adult bookstore would soon be
opening in a nearby building. The respondents were asked five questions
concerning the potential effects on the value of the family’s home. A fatal
flaw in this study is that it asks a nationally selected group of apprais-
ers—none of whom were from Indianapolis—to consider only a hypo-
thetical scenario. Thus, it has little to say about how an Indianapolis
community appraiser might actually view the value of a home in Indi-
anapolis (if such a question was even truly relevant to the secondary
effects doctrine).

Summary of the Six Other Most Frequently Referenced Reports
Table 9.3 provides a brief description of the methodological features of
each of the remaining studies in the “top ten,” and illustrates the degree
to which the studies are scientifically valid. The remaining six most 
frequently referenced studies in descending order were reports produced
by Austin, Texas (1986),96 St. Paul, Minnesota (1987, 1988),97 Amarillo,
Texas (1977),98 Detroit, Michigan (1972),99 Beaumont, Texas (1982)100

and Kent, Washington (1982).101 Two of these, the reports by Beaumont
and Detroit, are not empirical studies. The Beaumont “study”, for
example, is merely a report prepared by the planning department of that
municipality, suggesting a need for regulation of adult businesses. The
remaining four reports did not adhere to minimum professional stan-
dards of valid scientific research by failing to meet one or more of the
four necessary criteria discussed above.
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The studies produced by Austin, St. Paul and Amarillo all failed to
compare neighborhood characteristics (crime rates or property values)
for areas containing adult entertainment businesses with control areas
containing no such businesses. In addition, these three studies failed to
include measures of neighborhood characteristics over a sufficient period
of time, both prior to and following the establishment of adult enter-
tainment businesses. Further, the Kent study, which contained a report
of an attempt to query neighbors of adult business establishments, failed
to adhere to even the most minimal professional standards for proper
survey research.

Conclusions

This article has abstracted and analyzed the methodology and major
empirical findings of studies purporting to detect secondary effects of
adult businesses. It has demonstrated, with few exceptions, that the sci-
entific validity of the most frequently used studies is questionable and
the methods are seriously and often fatally flawed. These studies, relied
on by communities throughout the country, do not adhere to professional
standards of scientific inquiry and nearly all fail to meet the basic
assumptions necessary to calculate an error rate. Those studies that are
scientifically credible demonstrate either no negative secondary effects
associated with adult businesses or a reversal of the presumed negative
effects.

Specifically, this article applied four criteria for methodological valid-
ity and found that the majority of studies failed to meet at least one, and
often all, of these criteria. First, a number of studies attempting to
compare areas containing adult businesses to areas containing no such
businesses failed to include comparison (control) areas that were suffi-
ciently matched regarding important characteristics, such as age of
housing stock or racial make-up. This lack of comparability between
study and control areas prevents researchers from determining whether
neighborhood deterioration is related to the operation of adult businesses
in an area or that some other confounding variable is responsible for the
outcome. Second, a number of the studies using neighborhood crime
measures have collected these statistics improperly. Although many
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studies gathered legitimate and consistent measures of crime statistics,
such as police arrest reports over a sufficient period of time, a number
of others used less scientifically acceptable measures, such as cross-
sectional survey results of residents’ opinions of levels of crime. Third,
the majority of studies failed to include a sufficient period of elapsed
time, both prior to and following the establishment of an adult enter-
tainment business, when measuring the relationship between the pres-
ence of adult businesses and a number of negative outcomes, such as
higher crime rates and lower property values. Without a sufficient study
period, it is difficult to determine whether a relationship exists between
adult entertainment businesses and negative secondary effects, or
whether the data are simply a reflection of an erratic pattern of local
activity. Finally, most of the studies that included survey results utilized
non-random and therefore biased samples of residents and/or business
owners, rendering them scientifically invalid. Even if methodologically
valid, such studies offer only subjective opinions concerning the impact
of adult businesses and provide little, if any, evidence of actual negative
secondary effects.

The studies reviewed here have been (and continue to be) shared across
communities. As such, the methodological flaws found in these studies
prevent them from being used to establish a sufficient government inter-
est in the regulation of adult businesses within a particular community.
However, these unsound studies have been repeatedly misused as evi-
dence across a large number of other municipalities. For example, the
Indianapolis study is cited by no fewer than 22 communities as evidence
of a relationship between adult businesses and negative secondary effects.
This study contained several substantial methodological flaws and found
evidence both supporting as well as rejecting negative secondary effects.
Thus, the potential exists that as many as twenty-two zoning ordinances
have been founded on a false premise about the substantial government
interest in regulating the location of these businesses.

Although not specifically mandating such, the United States Supreme
Court in Pap’s may be perceived by some municipalities as permitting
the extension of use of these flawed studies to the regulation of expres-
sive conduct within an adult business as a basis for upholding an ordi-
nance to regulate nudity on the ground that such a restriction would
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serve to eliminate negative secondary effects of such expression. Such
regulation would be based on the same false premise as the zoning reg-
ulations addressed in Young and Renton—that there is valid evidence of
a substantial government interest at stake, and that these types of laws
further those interests (if they indeed exist).102

Even if the studies undertaken to justify zoning were not scientifically
flawed, there are a number of other reasons why it may be inappropri-
ate to extend the secondary effects doctrine to the regulation of nudity.
First, and perhaps most obvious, there have been no studies that have
been specifically designed to measure the impact of nudity per se on
adverse secondary effects. Of most use would be studies wherein rates
of adverse secondary effects for areas surrounding nude dancing estab-
lishments are compared to those surrounding establishments where
pasties and a g-string are required. In the absence of such a direct test,
it cannot and should not be assumed that the studies reviewed here, even
if methodologically sound, would generalize to the regulation of nudity.

In fact, from a social psychological standpoint there are several factors
that may prevent the generalization of the evidence collected to justify
the application of zoning regulations to the regulation of nude dancing.
For example, there may be substantial differences in the characteristics
of the patrons who frequented the adult establishments studied to justify
zoning compared to those who now visit establishments offering live
nude dancing. Further, the earlier secondary effects studies were con-
ducted to address the problem of adult businesses that purveyed explicit
depiction of sexual intercourse and other sexual acts, whereas nude
dancing does not involve such explicit performances. In addition, live
entertainment may produce substantially different effects than filmed or
videotaped acts. Finally, the interpersonal element of live nude dance
establishments must be considered. Viewing a live dancer and later
perhaps interacting with that dancer may produce significantly different
outcomes than viewing erotic movies or the other fare usually purveyed
in businesses considered in earlier secondary effects studies. Until these
questions are addressed through scientifically valid empirical research,
the applicability of the secondary effects doctrine to yet another area of
speech regulation is highly questionable.103
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The Application of Social Science Evidence to the Regulation of Nude
Dancing
Because the antinudity ordinance under scrutiny in Pap’s was so similar
to that considered in Barnes, it seems likely that with its Pap’s decision,
the Supreme Court had hoped to replace the fractured decision in Barnes
with a clear majority ruling. Such a ruling may have offered the lower
courts, lawmakers, adult business owners, and First Amendment schol-
ars a coherent precedent towards which to look when considering the
constitutionality of anti-nudity regulations based on the secondary
effects rationale. Yet, while the Court’s decision in Pap’s appears to be
another fractured decision, there may be more coherence to the ruling
than is at first apparent.

Five justices and thus a majority embraced the secondary effects doc-
trine in Pap’s. Justice Souter, who dissented in part, not only agreed with
the plurality’s application of the O’Brien test to nude dancing as a form
of symbolic speech, but, in theory, he also supported the secondary
effects doctrine. Justice Souter merely disavowed his assertion in Barnes
that secondary effects may be presumed. In Pap’s, he questioned whether
such a relationship has been empirically demonstrated in previous
studies. It appears that Justice Souter is willing to accept application of
the secondary effects doctrine to regulation of nudity in a particular com-
munity, if empirical evidence of a relationship between nude dancing and
negative secondary effects can be obtained and, since his concurrence is
necessary to obtain a majority that the O’Brien secondary efforts doc-
trine applies, this opinion may in fact be the Constitutional holding of
Pap’s.

Neverless, in Pap’s, the plurality provides room for challenges, 
based on the collection of empirical evidence, to the assertions made 
by municipalities regarding a relationship between adverse secondary
effects and nude dancing. The plurality noted that the adult business 
in question in Pap’s could have challenged the City of Erie’s assertion 
that nudity led to ill effects but that it did not do so. This leaves 
room for the introduction of secondary effects evidence collected by
adult businesses both in city council hearings and as a basis for court 
litigation.
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It is likely, based on the plurality’s decision in Pap’s, (that is, that the
secondary effects doctrine pertains to nudity regulations), coupled with
Justice Souter’s admonition that secondary effects must be demonstrated
convincingly (that is, empirically), that future court rulings concerning
the constitutionality of regulations of nudity within adult businesses will
continue to involve an application of some form of the O’Brien test. In
considering the compelling government interest prong of the O’Brien
test, lower courts intending to remain consistent with the Supreme
Court’s holding in Pap’s may be forced to consider the methodological
legitimacy of any evidence of a relationship between negative secondary
effects and adult businesses collected by municipalities and by business
owners who attempt to challenge governmental regulations predicated
upon the allegation of such a connection.

In evaluating the admissibility of this evidence, the courts may be best
served by turning to standards laid out in Daubert for the admissibility
of scientific evidence. The application of such standards, bolstered by
Justice Souter’s opinion in Pap’s, may force the courts to reject the studies
previously relied upon as evidence of negative secondary effects, and
require new, more methodologically sound, studies to demonstrate a
compelling government interest in regulating nudity.

The courts should be mindful of the criteria designated above for col-
lecting empirical evidence in a methodologically sound manner. Specifi-
cally, only evidence obtained using relatively closely matched control and
experimental comparison areas should be acceptable. Further, where pos-
sible, a time-series analysis should be undertaken. All indicators of neigh-
borhood quality (for example, crime rate and property values) must also
be consistently measured across the study conditions. Courts may then
accept any evidence (or lack thereof) that met all of the above criteria as
definitive. Only such evidence of a relationship between adult entertain-
ment businesses and negative secondary effects should be acceptable,
both social scientifically as well as legally.

In this article, it has been demonstrated that there is sufficient room
for a serious challenge to the assumption made by communities across
the United States that past studies of secondary effects show an 
empirical relationship between adult businesses and negative effects.
Further, there is presently no legitimate basis for extending the secondary
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effects doctrine to the regulation of expression within adult businesses
based on these studies. City councils, municipalities, and the courts are
best served by the collection of new evidence based on sound scientific
standards.
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Relationships between social scientists and the state are affected by three
things: prevailing paradigms of the relationship between social science
knowledge and public policy, the career activities of social scientists as
they try to create a market for their work, and changes in the functions
and needs of the state that create the demand for social science research
in the policy process.1 Though scholarly writing has never been con-
sidered an official source of law in the western legal tradition, it has
played a decisive role in framing legal rules, disseminating legal knowl-
edge throughout the world, and training those who become policy-
makers.2 Beyond the world of scholarship, researchers may have a variety
of relationships with government, including the roles researchers may
play as staffers, consultants, advocates, or facilitators both within and
outside of government who bring the two sides together. Teaching is also
a path to policy influence, for some of the most valuable facilitators are
active politicians whose education engrained in them a habit of relying
upon research and the skills to critically evaluate it.3

The only systematic research into academic participation in commu-
nication policy-making was a 1973 study4 that looked only at individu-
als from the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass
Communication (AEJMC) who were involved with teaching broadcast-
ing which found only a very small percentage of faculty members had
made any attempt at all to offer input to policy-makers. Those who had
done so were more likely to have advanced degrees from elite institu-
tions, and to have spent more years in teaching and research than those
who had not. The greatest successes occurred at the local level, where
personal relationships of trust reinforced the impact of any scholarly



expertise. Because input was generally offered via letters never read by
the politicians to whom they were sent, most information offered by aca-
demics never reached those to whom it had been sent. While the popu-
lation examined in this study was small, a broader study that looked
across the social sciences similarly found that researchers involved were
largely working at the “handicraft, informal, self-help level”5 on bor-
rowed or contributed time.

Formal relationships with the government may be direct and 
publicized, as when research organizations such as the Congressional
Research Service (CRS) or the Office of Technology Assessment (OTA)
are set up specifically for the purpose of providing input into policy-
making, or they may not be public, as when researchers become involved
in classified defense-related work or work at the level of “invitation
only” communications. Informal but direct relationships develop via
conferences, through the influence of foundations, via lobbying, and as
a result of ad hoc interactions. Influence can also be indirect, whether
intended (as through the work of public intellectuals) or unintended (as
when the results of research reported upon by the mass media have an
impact on the thinking of decision-makers).

Formal Relationships: Working for the Government

The degree to which the relationship between researchers and policy-
makers is formalized is among the important ways in which the policy-
making processes of nation-states differ. In France, for example, an elite
educational institution prepares researchers specifically for permanent
government service, while in the United States relationships form via
multiple routes and may be sporadic. In the abstract formal and endur-
ing positions within government might seem ideal, but in practice—at
least in the U.S. context—the experience has been so fraught with polit-
ical complications that it has lead to a great deal of frustration on at
least the part of many researchers. Schools of policy and public admin-
istration in the United States do provide training for government service,
largely preparing those who go into middle management rather than
leadership positions, and most often for individuals who will go into
service at the state rather than the federal level. Research grants are
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another way scholars can work directly for the government. Such grants
are usually, but not always, provided quite publicly, most often today
from the National Science Foundation (NSF) but also from the Depart-
ment of Commerce (in communication, often via the National Telecom-
munications and Information Administration, or NTIA), the National
Institute of Health (NIH), and other sources.

Public Relationships
There have been several attempts to institutionalize the incorporation 
of research into communication policy-making processes, though it is 
striking that even presidents who depend heavily upon research in 
other contexts have often failed to do so when it came to information
technologies and their uses. President Hoover, on whose watch the FCC
was formed, is a premiere example—while he relied heavily upon
research in other areas of policy-making, when it came to the commu-
nications industry he turned almost exclusively to the corporate world.6

The Congressional Research Service regularly issues reports on commu-
nication policy matters, but these are often merely compilations of 
proposed legislation or of the range of policy alternatives on the table.7

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) conducts research on
its own8 and solicits input from scholars regarding policy options, but
too often relies almost exclusively upon data provided by corporations
in the industries being regulated in a form of industry capture through
control over information and upon economics for the analytical tools to
be used.9

There was a short period during which a communication policy func-
tion was brought within the White House via the Office of Telecommu-
nications Policy (OTP),10 but this group often actually tried to reduce the
impact of research on policy-making. In 1971, for example, then-
director of the OTP Clay Whitehead attacked the use of audience
research by those in public broadcasting as inappropriately giving in to
commercialism during the Administration’s general campaign against the
media.11 The fact that research undertaken within the OTP produced
outcomes that did not always agree with what the White House wanted12

may have also had an influence on the entity’s ultimate abandonment,
though policy analysis that cannot be critical is much diminished in
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value. Overall, the researchers who held positions in the OTP had to
balance their expertise with service to the president’s political needs.13

Ultimately, the OTP morphed into the National Telecommunications and
Information Administration (NTIA), which for a number of years con-
tinued to commission research on the use of new information tech-
nologies, particularly via evaluations of experimental uses of such
technologies for purposes of community developoment. The Clinton
White House paid a great deal of attention to information technology
through advisors to the president, but while the shell for this type of
input remains in place, it is hollow under George W. Bush.

The Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), established in 1972 to
respond to congressional requests for background reports on science and
technology problems,14 lead the way for a number of years in identify-
ing emergent policy issues raised by the use of new information tech-
nologies. The relationship between the OTA and Congress went through
a series of stages,15 falling apart completely just at the point that making
policy for the information infrastructure had risen to the top of the
national agenda. A variety of factors accounted for this failure, includ-
ing perceptions of staff overpoliticization, the need to serve multiple con-
stituencies simultaneously, and the lack of a direct link with an outside
client in whose interests it was to ensure OTA’s survival. Many believe
that the tension between the short-term interests of legislators and the
long-term nature of policy problems examined by the OTA was another
factor that may have undermined its support.16 Legislators’ lack of famil-
iarity with the processes of technology assessment combined with the
importance of the choices to be made also contributed to discomfort with
the OTA for its reports brought into public view congressional inade-
quacies. All of these factors combined to make the agency an easy target
for those looking for items to cut out of the federal budget.17 The OTA
remains on the books, however, and if funds are appropriated could be
brought back to life. Suggestions to do so have reappeared in the first
years of the twenty-first century though they do not yet seem politically
likely to succeed.

While the federal government has spent huge sums of money on
research grants dealing with new information technologies, very little of
it has gone to social scientists. The vast majority of funding in the area
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of communications by the NSF has gone to support the development of
hardware and software, not research into the uses and effects of the tech-
nologies. Even when social science research questions are designed into
a research proposal, they are often sidelined once funds arrive at an insti-
tution.18 Only in the late 1990s did the NSF launch some research pro-
grams seeking analysis of digital technologies by those in the social
sciences. Access to these funds, however, is limited to those social scien-
tists who can design their projects into a collaboration with colleagues
involved in the most advanced and large-scale of hardware and software
projects. In addition, many of those funds have been redirected since
9–11 to development of new surveillance technologies or to cover non-
research activities otherwise being cut from the federal budget. Support
for the Smithsonian Institution, for example, is now supposed to be an
NSF matter rather than a separate line item, drawing further funds away
from research. Massive sums are also directed to R&D in the area of
information technologies by the Department of Defense, but again the
goal is to develop technologies rather than to evaluate them. While there
was an assumption for a long time that innovations generated in response
to defense needs would “trickle down” into society-wise use, historical
analysis shows that this actually is very rarely the case.19 Those com-
peting for the research funds available are most likely to succeed if they
can demonstrate the kind of sustained and in-depth focus that builds
genuine expertise in a specific substantive area.20

Becoming involved with lobbying is another public way in which
researchers can attempt to bring the results of their work into the policy-
making process. Individuals may choose to become lobbyists them-
selves—which in the United States requires registering with the
government and reporting annually on income and expenses, the general
and specific issues issues upon which one lobbies and the specific bill
numbers involved, and the names of clients (though not the names of
legislators of executive branch officials individually lobbied). A signifi-
cant percentage of those who work full-time for advocacy groups pro-
moting the public interest in the area of information and communication
policy have advanced degrees, including among the leadership. These
nonprofit organizations—which must also register as lobbyists with 
the government—often undertake and publish research of their own,

Researchers and Policy-makers 225



sometimes presenting their work within scholarly contexts as well as via
the mass media and in genres aimed directly at policy-makers. Many also
use their websites to provide portals to pertinent academic research of
which they are aware. Even more academics provide support functions
to lobbyists and lobbying groups in areas on issues about which they
particularly care, helping to create analytical materials, providing back-
ground information, and participating in public events.

Non-public Relationships
The military has been an important influence on communication regu-
lation since the beginning.21 Secret relationships between researchers 
and the government develop when social scientists are commissioned in
support of national security goals, whether during wartime or peace.
Christopher Simpson,22 an investigative journalist turned scholar with a
penchant for archival research, has examined such secret relationships
in the field of communication. Much of the information on which his
history of communication research is based was classified and only
became accessible once declassified and made available through use of
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). The work has been controver-
sial; many institutions about whom he reports, such as the Institute of
Communications Research at the University of Illinois, prefer not to
acknowledge the relationships uncovered in their own versions of their
histories. There is of course the possibility that unacknowledged support
may bias the work that results, as Rowland23 suggests was the case with
Ithiel de Sola Pool’s analyses of international communication that were
secretly funded by the NSF.

Informal Relationships: Working with the Government

Informal relationships between communication researchers, though they
may be ad hoc, may have more enduring impact than those that are
formal. This can happen when they shape the perceptions and modes of
thought of policy-makers in addition to or instead of providing specific
policy suggestions; such impact derives from personal relationships of
trust between decision makers and researchers. Informal relationships
can also have widespread impact when those involved play leadership
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roles in the field, for their activities and ideas will provide direction 
and structure for what many other researchers do and how the field 
of communications is taught. Think tanks, foundations, and conferences
provide informal means through which such relationships can be 
built.

Think Tanks and Foundations
Foundations and think tanks, a U.S. policy innovation that has by now
been exported for use in both the developed and developing worlds,24

have been among the most successful institutional responses to the
problem of systematically bringing the results of research into policy-
making processes. They play important roles in the development of
communications policy by directing both researchers and policy-makers
to specific questions and by funding research and institutional and tech-
nological experimentation useful for the examination of policy alter-
natives. The Rockefeller Foundation led the way, concerned with
communication issues first because of the United States’ need to integrate
immigrants into society in the 1930s and then because of the need to
build support for American entry into World War II.

Shaping public and governmental discourses on policy matters has
been a key function of think tanks and foundations.25 The Ford Foun-
dation gets credit, for example, for bringing the phrase “behavioral 
sciences” into play to describe what many social scientists do, having
chosen the term for its own purposes at a time when there was debate
within Congress over how to describe the activities of the National
Science Foundation at its creation.26 In communication, the “Lasswellian
formula” for modeling the process of communication—who says what
to whom in what channel with what effect—developed in the course of
Rockefeller Foundation conversations that intended to and succeeded in
establishing a research agenda for the field of communication.27

Examples of foundation influence upon the field of communication are
rife: The Ford Foundation’s support for diffusion research in the 1940s
was key to the emergence of development communications and, later, to
the establishment of public television in the United States.28 Rand’s work
with operations research and the application of game theory to problems
of warfare provided a model for the type of projects appropriate for the
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National Science Foundation (NSF) once it was established. In a more
recent example, Ford supported experimentation with information tech-
nologies for peace-making and peace-keeping purposes via incorporation
of their use into arms control agreements.29 Think tanks such as the
American Enterprise Institute, Heritage Foundation, and the Hoover
Institution promoted deregulation of communications, as well as the
incorporation of trade in services (international information flows)
within international trade agreements.30 One of the extremely powerful
but indirect means by which foundations influence policy is in serving as
agenda-setters for government funding agencies such as the NSF.

Up until the late 1960s, foundations could devote their resources
directly to the promotion of specific policies—Ford support for public
television was a particularly successful example of such efforts. A change
in the law, however, now makes it illegal for foundations to directly
engage in advocacy work if they want to retain their nonprofit status. It
is still possible, however, for such organizations to fund the research nec-
essary for development of policy alternatives or that can provide evalu-
ations of existing policies. They can also still support venues in which
multiple voices both within and outside of government can be brought
into a common discourse on policy problems.

Policy historian Frank Fischer31 believes that without access to foun-
dations as a medium of discourse, no interest group can today effectively
participate in the policy process. At the time of writing, a number of
think tanks and foundations are active in the area of communication
policy. The Markle and Benton foundations support efforts to represent
the public interest in communication policy-making. Each is involved in
several issue areas, but as examples of their foci the Benton Foundation
is devoting much of its resources in the early twenty-first century to prob-
lems raised by the digital divide, and the Markle Foundation has taken
the lead in providing support for public debate over the civil liberties
implications of the often radical changes in pertinent policy put in place
since the attack on the World Trade Center. The Ford Foundation is pro-
moting closer relationships between researchers and policy-makers,
trying to broaden the community of communication researchers involved
in the policy process, and building an evidentiary record to strengthen
the ability of those concerned about the public interest in communica-
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tion policy to build strong arguments. The Rockefeller Foundation is
interested in the Internet as both a site of political activity and of com-
munity development, and in the relationship of the arts to both of those.
The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace is pursuing questions
that arise out of the impact of new information technologies on foreign
policy.

While much of the work that think tanks and foundations undertake
is publicly announced, many of their most influential forms of influence
my are not a matter of public knowledge because they are conducted in
“invitation only” settings. One of the most powerful ways in which a
group such as the Rockefeller Foundation can assert influence is through
shaping the research agenda for a governmental entity such as the
National Science Foundation, a form of power that occurs not only via
published reports but also through interpersonal connections based on
long-standing institutional and personal relationships. The Social Science
Research Council (SSRC) is another example of an entity that is
described as “independent” and “not for profit” that plays a powerful
role in shaping government policy in the area of communication, infor-
mation, and culture through a combination of commissioned reports the
importance of which is communicated in private settings to government
officials who expect to have an open ear to this particular source of input.
These are highly influential ways of bringing the results of communica-
tion research to the attention of policy-makers—but they are available
only to those who have achieved entry into an “inner circle” of scholars
whose work has been deemed acceptable, most often scholars from a
small number of elite institutions.32

Conferences
Conferences are a means through which policy-makers, policy analysts
who serve as consultants, and academics can come to get to know each
other both through formal presentations of relevant work and through
informal networking. General conferences in the field, such as those of
the International Communication Association (ICA) and the Interna-
tional Association for Media and Communication Research (IAMCR),
are often attended by those involved in policy analysis just for this
purpose. One annual conference specific to this purpose was set up in
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the early 1970s as an offshoot of the OTP, the Telecommunications
Policy Research Conference (TPRC). Owen,33 long an insider, reports on
TPRC at the 25-year mark. One of the functions since the beginning has
been serving as a venue for explicit examination of problems that have
been arising from the convergence of broadcasting and telecommunica-
tions technologies. Park’s analysis of the impact of cable research at the
first TPRC in 1972, for example, was one of the first to appear. Part of
TPRC’s impact has come from publication of a series of volumes of a
small proportion of the papers presented each year.

While TPRC has remained at arm’s-length from the government, under
the leadership of former government employee Brian Kahin, the Depart-
ment of Commerce and other governmental agencies have organized a
conference on a new type of issue, the policy implications of the out-
sourcing of governmental functions, in the fall of 2002. Kahin, who pre-
viously ran a successful and important series of conferences out of the
JFK School at Harvard and is now on the faculty of the University of
Maryland, provides a model of the value of the broker function between 
academic research and policy-making.

Another model of the utility of convening policy-makers and acade-
mics for focused attention on specific issues is provided by Eli Noam’s
Columbia Institute for Tele-Information (CITI). For years Noam has run
a series of day-long seminars on a wide range of issues raised by telecom-
munications policy. Not as full-blown as conferences, these seminars
have the advantage that it is much easier to attract a high-powered set
of participants to an event that requires only a day rather than a longer
time period. Noam’s events often present the first public conversation
about cutting edge issues and ideas; early twenty-first-century seminars
have looked, for example, at the topics of nano-regulation of the global
information infrastructure and at the effect of the stock market and inno-
vative investment instruments on the impact of the implementation of
telecommunications policy. CITI serves an additional discourse-shaping
function by running longer training seminars, often with attendees from
around the world, in technical matters such as the accounting systems
used by telecommunications regulatory agencies.

One of the ways that the organizers of conferences effectively extend
their impact to audiences far larger than those of attendees is through
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publication of books that result from conference presentations and dis-
cussion. TPRC has not done this every year, but has produced some
volumes of this kind. Kahin’s series of conferences that constituted the
Harvard Information Infrastructure Project produced a number of highly
influential books.34 Many of Noam’s seminars also have produced books
for wider dissemination of the ideas presented.35

Indirect Relationships: Serving the Polity

In a democracy, everyone participates in the policy process to the extent
that they take part in discourse in the public sphere, express opinion,
and vote. Thus ways in which communication researchers can attempt
to influence decisions by policy-makers include those efforts directed at
the polity as a whole and at discourse within the public sphere. It is for
this reason that Habermasian notions are increasingly important to
policy analysts.36 Some of this activity takes place when researchers delib-
erately take on the role of public intellectual in an effort to shape policy-
related discourse, some comes about in the course of research on how
to design content that contributes to that discourse, and some occurs
simply as a by-product of reports on the results of research in the mass
media. There are genre implications for researchers who seek to com-
municate with lay audiences; the effectiveness of policy arguments can
be vastly increased when the results of research and their implications
are translated into terms accessible to the press.37

The Public Intellectual
During the 1990s, a number of those within the field began to call for a
larger presence of communication researchers among public intellectu-
als—that is, as individuals who present their scholarly ideas in public
forums such as the mass media with the intention of contributing to
policy-related public discourse. This is a particularly important time for
those who know something about the effects of the use of information
and communication technologies to step forward.38

Ellen Wartella39 points to the failure of academics to enter public con-
versations as among the reasons that research into the effects of media
violence on children has had so little impact in the policy world.40 Each
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new medium has stimulated research into its effects on children; with
television, this became one of the most-researched topics in the field.41

Though the word “policy” is not usually attached to decision making in
the private sector, research on children and television is also pertinent to
content producers as part of their self-regulatory efforts to improve the
quality of television, as in the formative work that led to the prosocial
children’s programming of Sesame Street.42 Since such private sector deci-
sion making is not susceptible to the types of formal input opportunities
found in public sector decision making, the role of public intellectuals is
even more important as one of the few ways of reaching the decision-
making audience. The broader implication is that with the growing 
privatization of formerly public government functions, therefore, public
intellectuals become even more important.

Research for the Polity
Questions such as universal access to the Internet, the degree to which
voices heard through the mass media express diverse viewpoints, and
programming choices by government-supported media all raise research
questions regarding the nature of the public sphere on behalf of the polity
itself.43 The relationship between the shaping of funding sources through
regulation and content diversity has received some research attention,44

but other topics involving the polity have not. With a few notable excep-
tions,45 research on the actual experience of attempts at universal service,
for example, have been driven by telephone company concerns about
quantitatively measurable service levels and penetration rather than the
needs and desires of individual users.

In a dramatic manifestation of the disappearance of the individual and
the household from consideration in analysis of telecommunications
policy, the term “users” now actually refers to large corporations such
as Citibank and American Express rather than human beings. Just as in
the late 1970s and early 1980s the naivete of policy-makers regarding
the concept of “standards” when applied to technical matters made it
possible for AT&T to gain a certain amount of policy-making support
for what was believed to be its standards for quality of service rather
than specific technological features, so the shift in the definition of “user”
enabled policy-makers to misread some portions of the Telecommunica-
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tions Act of 1996: The universal access provisions of the Act are 
actually references to mandated forms of interconnection among corpo-
rations that are service providers, not another facet of universal access
to service by individuals and households.

Stavitsky46 has explored the reluctance of those involved with public
radio to use research to determine the actual needs, interests, and
responses of the audience. (Public broadcasting is a policy issue both
because of the public support involved and because of the purposes it is
intended to serve in society.) It is a revealing analysis: Much of the resis-
tance to the use of audience ratings in public broadcasting stems from
the fear that analyzing the audience would in itself transform nonprofit
content into something driven by the profit motive. Though ratings data
and related types of quantitative analysis have been used by the British
public radio service, the BBC, since the 1930s and began to receive atten-
tion in the United States in the 1970s,47 it was long resisted in the United
States because it was perceived to be only of commercial rather than
public interest concern. This yielded one more contradiction—denial of
the importance of the public in programming for the public.48 Commu-
nication research and policy can interact in many ways in the area of
public broadcasting: as in any type of organization, research can be used
both to justify a budgetary commitment and to destroy a budget; or to
identify a community as defined through its preferences and to destroy
a community as defined by a shared commitment to public radio pro-
duction.49 Still, resistance to its use has remained so great that as part of
its public interest advocacy program the Benton Foundation commis-
sioned a report encouraging more independent research devoted to
improving the quality of public broadcasting.50

Research on the Public Sphere
Research reports need not be directly aimed at policy-makers in order to
have an impact. Mass media reports of research results of interest to
journalists also provide inputs into policy-making. It is for this reason
that the National Communications Association (NCA) has inserted itself
into the gatekeeping process for journalists seeking sources on 
communication-related matters, trying to direct queries to scholars
whose expertise the association deems pertinent. Increasing numbers of
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individual scholars, too, have realized that keeping their campus media
relations people informed about their research can lead to public expo-
sure to their work that in turn can reach the ears and eyes of policy-
makers. General publication of the results of public opinion surveys can
also fill this function. Gaziano51 analyzed the correlation between shifts
in public opinion on First Amendment-related issues and Supreme Court
decisions in the same area as one example of how this can happen; while
the relationship she describes is only correlational, not causal, it makes
clear the role that survey results can play as decision-making support.

The impact of public opinion research on other types of decision-
makers has been more thoroughly studied.52 The political impact of
public opinion suggests that another important topic of study for
researchers is the construction of surveys themselves. It is well known
that differences in wording can significantly affect survey results; a study
of all public opinion surveys on First Amendment-type issues through
the mid-1980s at the national and State of Minnesota levels (over three
hundred fifty surveys), for example, found that support for free speech
was much higher when questions were phrased in the abstract rather
than including details of specific problem situations.53 Shifts in wording
in surveys dealing with political matters over time serve as indicators 
of changes in public discourse.54 Both substantive information and envi-
ronmental cues may affect responses to policy-relevant survey ques-
tions.55 The results of survey research will be more easily accepted if the
questions asked are in terms comprehensible to the audience intended
for the results.56 As sociologist David Riesman57 commented in a notable
piece that today reads poignantly for what it tells us about our loss of
research innocence, the mode of presentation of surveys and the identity
of those conducting surveys, too, can influence whether or not respon-
dents will in fact reveal their policy preferences.

Discussion

There is a wide range of roles that researchers can play if they want the
results of their work to be taken into account in the course of policy-
making. At the most common end of the spectrum, individuals within
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academia produce work for publication in typical scholarly venues that
they then distribute to pertinent policy-makers in hopes the work—
despite the peculiarities of the peer-reviewed journal article genre, the
length and density of the texts that result, and the opacity of academic
jargon—will be both read and its implications understood. At the other
extreme, researchers can of course enter public office themselves, though
the personality traits that characterize researchers means that they are
rarely tempted by the lifestyle of politicians. In between come roles such
as contract researcher, government employee, advocate, and public intel-
lectual. Other roles less typically viewed as policy relevant, such as that
of the teacher, also have significant potential for influence in the long
run. The more enduring impacts of social scientists specializing in com-
munications on government have not always come from those relation-
ships that are public and/or direct. This is at least in part due to the fact
that such efforts are often piecemeal, while less public and/or indirect
relationships may underlie massive ongoing programs that have field-
shaping consequences.

Academic socialization does not always prepare individuals for success
in the policy world. Intellectual life is highly competitive and often com-
bative, while the work of policy-makers is most successful when it builds
strong personal relationships and trust. Academics make their careers by
promoting ideas that differ from those of others, but policy-makers seek
consensus. While the slow rhythms of academic life are precisely what
is needed to do the research and thinking needed to come up with new
policy ideas and substantive critiques, they also leave many researchers
unprepared or unable to respond in a sufficiently timely way to the 
deadline-oriented needs of policy-makers. The need to cope with these
tensions leads to the kinds of negotiations discussed in the section of this
book on relationships with academia. They leave behind the messages,
though, that developing a focused research agenda and building personal
relationships with policy-makers are key. The sustained and focused
efforts by Eli Noam and Brian Kahin provide models of the value of com-
bining individual research with activities that bring policy-makers and
academics together in the course of building a discourse and epistemic
community around cutting-edge issues.
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11
Obituary for an Agency

Fred W. Weingarten
1995

These days, it is not considered particularly seemly to feel friendly
toward government of any kind or level. An attitude ranging somewhere
between contempt and downright hatred seems to prevail. Nevertheless,
I have great affection and respect for the Office of Technology 
Assessment (OTA) and was deeply saddened when congressional 
budget cutters, not only in search of every dime but looking to exhibit
symbolic examples of self-sacrifice to the voters, decided to eliminate the
OTA.

(Admittedly, my affection is partly personal. I spent 10 years at the
OTA, managing the program on Communication and Information Tech-
nologies. But, I also believe firmly in the OTA’s mission, and was proud
of participating in its unique experiment in fusing politics, technology,
and policy.)

It’s instructive to explore why the agency was so vulnerable to politi-
cal attack. It certainly did not suffer from old age. Formed in 1972, it
was barely 23 years old. But that brief time span might as well have been
a century long in light of the tremendous swing in political attitudes the
nation experienced.

The OTA was formed in an era of political optimism, when the pre-
vailing attitude [was] that with sufficient forethought and the right 
analytical processes, we could foresee potential problems and issues with
new technology. Armed with this foresight, we would be able to logi-
cally frame and analyze possible policy options, choose the best one, and
carry it out with competence. It was an optimistic and rationalist view
of public policy.



Today, political attitudes seem to be marked by pessimism about gov-
ernment competence, and a view of public policy as arising mainly from
nothing more than conflicting self-interests.

What happened? Who knows? But, whatever the cause, the OTA,
created at one end of the pendulum swing, fell at the other.

In 1972, the public and the political leaders had begun to see that
many of the pressing policy problems the country faced were either the
result of technology or involved technology in their resolution. The envi-
ronmental movement was in full swing; a debate had broken out over
investing in a new supersonic transport plane. Atomic power, long touted
as a source of cheap, plentiful energy, seemed beset with concerns over
reactor safety and disposal of spent fuel.

A new field of study, called “technology assessment” had begun to
spring up in the U.S. and European universities (In Europe, technology
assessment seemed to take a more negative rhetorical tone, antagonistic
to technology. In the United States it developed as a more pragmatic,
analytical field, identifying threats, to be sure, but also looking at oppor-
tunities and how to capture them.) NSF had even established a program
of research support in technology assessment focused on building
methodology for very long-term assessment. This program was elimi-
nated several years ago.

It was against this background the OTA was created to study the
social, economic, and political impacts of technology. The introduction
to the Technology Assessment Act of 1972 sets forth quite clearly the
assumptions and high expectations for the new agency:

1. “As technology continues to change and expand rapidly, its applica-
tions are—(1) large and growing in scale; and (2) increasingly extensive,
pervasive, and critical in their impact, beneficial and adverse, on the
natural and social environment.

2. “Therefore, it is essential that, to the fullest extent possible, the con-
sequences of technological applications be anticipated, understood, and
considered in determination of public policy on existing and emerging
national problems.

3. “Accordingly, it is necessary for the Congress to—(1) equip itself with
new and effective means for securing competent, unbiased information
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concerning the physical, biological, economic, social, and political effects
of such applications; and (2) utilize this information, whenever appro-
priate, as one factor in the legislative assessment of matters pending
before the Congress, particularly in those instances where called upon 
to consider support for, or management or regulation of, technological
applications.”

It still sounds like a pretty persuasive argument to many of us! But
bringing this charge to reality was never easy for a new, tiny agency oper-
ating in a highly politicized environment, while trying to invent a whole
new field of analysis. It quickly became apparent, for instance, that the
developing academic field of technology assessment had little guidance
to offer on the very pragmatic question of how to give Congress useful
and objective advice and survive.

In its brief history, the OTA went through three phases of develop-
ment, under three directors.

Politicized Staff. The first stage, which lasted only a couple of years,
was under the direction of Emilio Daddario, a retired member of Con-
gress who had helped shepherd the OTA Act through Congress. Under
Daddario, the agency was highly politicized, essentially run like a con-
gressional committee. Members of the legislatively created Technology
Assessment Board (TAB), representatives and senators from both parties,
appointed the staff and involved themselves closely in the studies. That
operating style was nearly the death knell for an agency that was
intended to be nonpartisan and analytical in its studies. After a firestorm
of complaints that the OTA was behaving like a “Shadow Cabinet” for
the Democrats (in particular for Ted Kennedy, chair of TAB), Daddario
resigned and Russell Peterson, a director with no congressional back-
ground, was hired.

Big Picture. Peterson conceived of the OTA as a highly independent
“think tank,” conducting its studies without fear or favor, and with no
congressional meddling. The studies were to be “big picture,” broadly
sweeping in their scope, looking far into the future. Unfortunately, if
politicizing the agency was dangerous, removing it from the daily reality
of politics and ignoring the needs of its congressional clients was even
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worse. Congress did not form the OTA to be charitable or to be an 
independent force; it formed the agency to help do its work – look again
at the words in the charter. Peterson barely lasted the year. He resigned
after the agency published a long-range strategic plan that seemed to be
carving out its own—rather than Congress’s—policy agenda.

Client Centered. This time, several members of Congress were ready to
close the agency, but its supporters wanted to give it one more chance.
They hired as director John Gibbons, a physicist who specialized in
energy and environmental policy at the University of Tennessee, and who
also had roots at the Federal Energy Administration and with Oak Ridge
National Laboratory. Gibbons was well aware he represented the last
chance for the agency. He brought a much more pragmatic perspective
to the OTA, stressing smaller, shorter-term studies that directly focused
on the needs of congressional committees. Gibbons insisted the studies
have bipartisan support and be clearly tied to the legislative agenda of
Congress. In a sense, he wanted the agency to walk a narrow line: the
studies were to be conducted by professional staff, free from political
interference; but if done well, they were to feed into the immediate politi-
cal debate on urgent issues. In other words, the OTA was to serve the
needs of Congress, as the Act, itself, stated. And he succeeded, In the
eyes of most observers, the next 12 years under Gibbons was a “Golden
Age” for the OTA. Although there was the occasional fuss over a study
that stepped on some political toe or other, the OTA produced a steady
stream of excellent, well-received reports that made constructive contri-
butions to the legislative process.

Nonetheless, there were enduring problems. Among them were the 
following:

1. Whom did it serve? The OTA found itself in the middle of a danger-
ous paradox. In order to survive politically, it clearly had to be seen to
serve everyone, not within each and every study, of course, but taken
across the body of work produced over the years. The OTA reports had
to be useful to all parties to the conflict. (One assistant director used to
say he considered the most successful reports to be those that were
quoted during a floor debate by all opposing parties.) The problem: in
serving everybody, one serves nobody in the sense that, although lots of
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members respected the OTA and generally supported its work, few 
real champions stepped forward and shed blood for it when the attacks
came.

2. Rationality versus conflict. Once I was describing a possible study on
satellite communications to the senior communications staff member of
a key Senator. “The Senator has already made up his mind on that issue,”
she said.

“Wouldn’t he like to know whether it was technologically feasible?”
I asked.

“Of course not!” she snapped. “Why would he?”
One view of policy-making by Congress is it simply acts as a referee

in fights between opposing constituencies. The opposing view is it senses
problems and tries to find optimal ways to solve them. In truth, either
description can apply, depending on the particular debate, the parties
involved, the temperature of public rhetoric, and the level of attention
of powerful interests. But, the OTA is inherently predicated on adding
rationality to the debate. This means that almost never can an OTA
report fully determine a legislative outcome, and the most carefully rea-
soned analysis can be trampled in a political stampede.

Many of the newer members of Congress believe they came to revo-
lutionize the size and role of government. Technology policy analysis has
little to do with this form of raw ideological struggle. Asked if they want
an OTA, the revolutionaries snap, “Of course not! Why would we?”

3. Partisan suspicion. In the minds of some of the older members, the
OTA never really overcame the early suspicion that it was really a hotbed
of out-of-work Democrats, feeding information and studies to the oppo-
sition with which to embarrass and sometimes block the usually Repub-
lican White House. It is rumored among congressional staff that, when
Gibbons went to the White House as Science Advisor, taking several
senior OTA staff members with him, those suspicions hardened into 
certainty.

4. Outside supporters. Legally, the OTA worked for Congress, no one
else. It had no other clients and served no other constituencies. In reality,
many studies were most effective when stakeholder groups used them to
frame their arguments, At hearings, they would wave OTA reports at 
the members and say, “Your own agency says . . . ” While some members
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thought such use was just fine—a successful case of the OTA enriching
the political debate—many were less than thrilled at seeing a congres-
sional agency’s analysis thrown back in their faces.

The academic and nonprofit research community have also been big
supporters of the OTA, but at times their rhetoric suggested they viewed
the office as their own personal, but publicly funded, window into the
policy process. This attitude also led to resentment and partisan concerns
on the part of Congress, since the research community is largely viewed,
rightly or wrongly, as predominantly liberal and Democrat.

5. Inward looking. Finally, and this is my only real criticism of the
agency, the OTA seemed in recent years to have retreated into a shell.
As mentioned, the conservative approach of Gibbons rescued the agency
in its early years, but over the last decade, it also narrowed the focus
and shortened the time horizon of most studies. As a result, the OTA
seemed to become more inward-looking at the cost of its ability to antic-
ipate and respond to new technological issues. Furthermore, this inertia
seemed to make it hard for the agency to find new ground and redefine
itself as the political climate changed.

Speaking from the admittedly parochial view of information systems,
for example, it was surprising that, just as the information infrastructure
was becoming one of the major technology policy stories of the decade,
the OTA closed down its information technology program. It relocated
(buried?) some of the staff and studies in a program called “Industry,
Telecommunications, and Commerce,” in a directorate titled “Industry,
Commerce, and International Security.” At a time when issues such as
privacy, intellectual property, and first amendment rights are cropping
up and major telecommunications legislation is moving through Con-
gress, the decision does not signal that the broader societal issues of
information and communication policy are going to be given much atten-
tion. And, indeed, in the NII debate, the OTA has been conspicuous by
its absence. A similar charge of irrelevance was leveled in the Senate
Appropriation hearings about the role it played in the health care debate
last year.

Given all of these forces against it, one might ask, “How did it survive
at all?” A good question. The answer seems to be that over the years
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enough men and women of good will on both sides of the aisle were con-
vinced that, for all its faults and conflicts, it was the right agency at the
right time. And, they kept that conviction when the OTA stumbled, or
even when a report seemed to go against their own political benefit. It
seems a reasonable enough proposition. None of the factors listed are
overwhelming problems that can’t be managed or corrected, nor do they
negate the solid rationale for the OTA put forth by those who created it
in the first place.

Technology is surely not the cause of all the problems of our society,
nor is it the panacea for everything that ails us. But, as technological
change weaves its way through our society, it is surely a critical piece of
the puzzle, and it confronts us with complicated choices. Few can argue
with the proposition that, in the words of the legislation cited, techno-
logical applications are “increasingly extensive, pervasive, and critical 
in their impact, beneficial and adverse on the natural and social 
environment.”

Our large and complex society is both shaped by and shapes technol-
ogy, for good and bad. Technology assessment may not be able to give
us as precise a view into the future as we might like. Who knows how
to do that but it can help us think more clearly about the outcomes of
choices we have to make. Congress has thrown a wrench through the
view screen of one of the few navigational instruments we have avail-
able to us, cloudy as it is. This can only be good news if you think our
ship of state should be rudderless.
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12
U.S. Mass Communication Research,
Counterinsurgency, and Scientific “Reality”

Christopher Simpson
1993

Many people remember the CIA’s Phoenix program in Vietnam as an
assassination and political murder operation. Phoenix operatives killed
about 20,000 Vietnamese rebels, according to CIA Director William
Colby—about twice that many according to Vietnamese estimates.1

Figure 12.1 shows a Phoenix “wanted” poster; most of the men illus-
trated in it were murdered. Colby says that an “imaginative U.S. Infor-
mation Agency officer” came up with the poster design.

But reducing Phoenix to simply assassinations underestimates the
program’s sophistication and the CIA’s ambitions for it. Colby insists that
Phoenix would be better understood as a means of “establishing demo-
cratic legitimacy in the villages,” and that it was primarily an intelligence
project to “provide a non-communist structure to counter the claims of
the [Vietnamese] Liberation Committees.”2 The posters were an “anti-
terrorist” device, he says in his memoirs.

Colby’s explanation is in part simply euphemism, but its importance
goes beyond that. For the CIA, Phoenix was really an experiment in 
the state of the art of the social psychology of controlling unrest in U.S.
client states—an experiment that Colby considers to have been a “great
success.”3 Most simply, the CIA’s idea was to encourage the cooperation
of the Vietnamese population through a combination of terror, careful
redefinition of Viet Cong rebels as the “real” terrorists, and orchestrated
offers of purported democracy and progress to encourage compliance
with the U.S.-sponsored regime.

Phoenix became a key aspect of the CIA’s overall vision for “develop-
ing” Vietnamese society. It sought to coordinate the regime’s police 
and military efforts to uproot the Viet Cong and replace it with a U.S.-
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Figure 12.1
A Phoenix “wanted” poster identifying suspected Vietnamese rebels.



sponsored alternative. Colby viewed the 20,000 killings carried out
during the first phases of Phoenix as a scientific, rational, and even
“humane”—his word—means of executing the war, at least compared
with conventional military action. This did not work in Vietnam, and
perhaps it cannot work in any fundamental sense. Nonetheless, these
tactics did prolong the agony of colonized peoples and they continue to
be used for that purpose today.

The CIA’s strategy was based in large part on sociological methods
and theories on communication and society popularized by Daniel
Lerner, Ithiel de Sola Pool, and other specialists at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology’s Center for International Studies (CENIS), which
during the 1950s and 1960s was one of the most important centers 
of communication research in the United States. It applied the most
advanced sociological techniques to the challenge of controlling human
attitudes and behavior on a mass scale. Various professors at the 
center had their own interests, but taken as a whole the CENIS project
began with consideration of the impact of mass media on social devel-
opment in the Third World, extended into research for Phoenix-type 
programs that combined media with various forms of coercion, then con-
tinued into devising strategy and tactics for nuclear was as a means of
literally “sending messages” to the USSR during some final crisis 
for humanity.4

This essay deals with the evolution of the preconceptions and preju-
dices in one of the fields in which CENIS specialized, mass communica-
tion research. This is a small field in the social sciences, but an intriguing
one. Communication research today provides the framework for the
college- and graduate-level training of journalists, public relations 
and advertising personnel, and the related craftspeople who might be
called the “ideological workers” of contemporary U.S. society. A rela-
tively new specialty, it crystallized into a distinct discipline with colleges,
curricula, the authority to grant doctorates, and so on, between about
1950 and 1955.5 These characteristics permit researchers to make a clear
study of the field’s history and—more to the point here—to document
the role of U.S. government psychological warfare and counterinsur-
gency programs in the creation of what are known as the dominant par-
adigms of U.S. mass communication research.
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During the decades since World War II, the U.S. government’s national
security interests usually overlapped with the commercial ambitions of
major advertisers and media companies, and with the aspirations of a
particularly enterprising stratum of U.S. university administrators and
professors. U.S. military, intelligence, and propaganda agencies helped
bankroll substantially all of a generation’s research into techniques of
persuasion, advertising, interrogation, public opinion polling, political
and military mobilization, propagation of ideology, and related ques-
tions. The persuasion studies, in particular, provided much of the scien-
tific underpinning for modern advertising and motivational techniques.
The government conducted security-related communication research 
on a scale that went well beyond what would have been possible with
private sector money alone, often exploiting its unique access to pools
of military recruits useful as test subjects.6

At least six of the most important U.S. centers of postwar communi-
cation research grew up as de facto adjuncts of government psycholog-
ical warfare programs. For years, government money—although it was
not always publicly acknowledged as such—made up more than seventy-
five percent of the annual budgets of institutions such as Paul Lazars-
feld’s Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University, Hadley
Cantril’s Institute for International Social Research at Princeton, Ithiel
de Sola Pool’s CENIS Program at MIT, and others.7 In one case, the U.S.
State Department secretly (and illegally) financed the National Opinion
Research Center’s studies of U.S. popular opinion as part of the depart-
ment’s Cold War lobbying campaigns on Capitol Hill—thus making
NORC’s ostensibly private, independent surveys financially viable for the
first time.8 In another case, the CIA clandestinely underwrote American
University’s Bureau of Social Science Research studies of torture—there
is no other word for it—of prisoners of war.9 In sum, it is unlikely that
mass communication research could have emerged in anything like its
present form without constant transfusions of money for the leading
lights in the field from U.S. military, intelligence, and propaganda 
agencies.

Government psychological warfare programs helped form mass com-
munications research into a distinct scholarly field. The state usually did
not directly determine what scientists could or could not say, but it did
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strongly influence the selection of who would do the “authoritative”
talking in the field, who would be recognized as leaders, and which one
of several competing scientific paradigms concerning communication
would be funded, elaborated, and encouraged to prosper.

This essay is organized in two basic parts. First, I will look at how 
the concept “communication” came to be defined in U.S. social science
circles. Next, I will examine psychological warfare and counterinsur-
gency programs sponsored by U.S. military, propaganda, and intelligence
agencies since 1945, focusing on how these agencies applied social
science research and analysis techniques to tasks of social control, covert
operations, and intelligence missions. In both sections I will deal with
how paradigms in the social sciences are constructed.

Before World War II

Two seminal works in modern U.S. communication research that remain
in wide use in graduate programs today are Walter Lippmann’s Public
Opinion (1922) and Harold Lasswell’s Propaganda Technique in the
World War (1926).10 Both were the product of the prototypical psy-
chological warfare operations of World War I. Both investigated the
impact of the then-new phenomenon of genuinely mass communication
on Western, industrial society, and both were distinctly hostile to the 
professed values of democracy. They argued that new technologies for
communication and transportation had awakened millions of disenfran-
chised people to a world outside their factories and villages, but
that the traditional economic and political structures that had shaped
Europe during the nineteenth century remained in place. This would lead
to explosive situations, as Lippmann and Lasswell saw things, including
the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 and the wave of labor rebellions that
swept through Europe and the United States in the wake of World 
War I.

Lippmann concluded that “representative government . . . cannot be
worked successfully, no matter what the basis of election, unless there is
an independent, expert organization for making the unseen facts [of the
new world] intelligible to those who have to make the decisions.”11 Lass-
well developed a similar idea, emphasizing selective use of assassinations,

Mass Communication Research, Counterinsurgency, and “Reality” 257



violence, and other coercion, as well as propaganda, as a means of
“communicating” with and managing people.12

Lippmann and Lasswell articulated a narrow paradigm that substi-
tuted, for communication as such, one particular manifestation of com-
munication that is pronounced in hierarchical industrial states. They
contended, in short, that communication’s essence is its use as an instru-
ment for imposing one’s will on others, and often on masses of others.
Their articulation of communication-as-domination permitted a rapid
application of a positivist scientific method to the study of communica-
tion for the first time.

For Lasswell, the study of all communication could be reduced to
“/who/ says /what/ to /whom/ with /what effect/”—a motto that is prac-
tically inscribed in stone over the portals of today’s colleges of commu-
nication. It is a seemingly simple, logical approach, but it carries with it
sweeping implications. With the Lasswellian method, it became possible
to isolate and measure systematically those aspects of communications
that were of greatest relevance to powerful groups in U.S. society. In the
United States, consumer capitalism is based to an important degree 
on privately owned media’s sales of the attention of mass audiences to
advertisers. To market this commodity, media companies must have 
some means for measuring it. Thus, the field of mass communication
research—its techniques, body of knowledge, institutional structure, and
so on—evolved symbiotically with the evolution of the modern capital-
ist state generally, and particularly with the media industry and those
segments of the economy most dependent on mass markets.13

World War and Early-Modern Communication Research

Through the end of the 1930s, the work of Lasswell, Lippmann, and
other mass communication theorists and researchers remained mainly
scholastic or commercial. There were a variety of intellectual currents in
the field, ranging from Lasswell’s self-consciously Machiavellian analy-
sis to the radical reformism of Robert Lynd, Harry Field, and others. The
sociologists and social psychologists of the day (from which the nascent
field of communication research was gradually being born) seemed to
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many outside observers to call for progressive, even fundamental,
changes in society.

World War II changed all that: the construction of a paradigm of
communication-as-domination and the institutionalization of communi-
cation research took decisive steps forward during the conflict. Nazi
intellectuals pioneered many of the strictly political uses of modern com-
munication analysis and technologies. Josef Goebbels’s work in social
manipulation and in some forms of public communication is well known.
On a more academic plane, a bright young Nazi security service agent,
Otto Ohlendorf, established a German research center known as the
Deutsche Lebensgebiete in 1939 to apply new tools such as opinion
surveys to the problem of determining /who/ said /what/ to /whom / with
/what effect/ inside Germany. He was successful, on the whole, and his
performance at the Deutsche Lebensgebiete laid the foundation for his
later career as commandant of SS Einsatzgruppe D in the Caucasus, and
as the senior manager of post-war economic planning for the SS. He had
truly a remarkable career, in some ways, until he was convicted and
hanged for organizing the murder of 90,000 people, most of them
women and children.14 Ohlendorf’s principal sponsor and mentor was 
a leading SS intellectual, Dr. Reinhard Hoehn of the Institute for 
State Research at the University of Berlin. Hoehn managed to escape 
his pupil’s fate and emerged after the war as one of German’s most
prominent experts on questions of public opinion and the state.15 Several
other leading German mass communication and public opinion special-
ists contributed their skills to Nazi publicity and opinion-monitoring
projects. Notable among them was Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, who
began her career at the Goebbels intellectual journal Das Reich and 
eventually emerged as one of Europe’s most celebrated communication
theorists.16

The war spurred the emergence of psychological warfare as a par-
ticularly promising new form of applied communication research. The
phrase psychological warfare first entered English in 1941 as a translated
mutation of the Nazi concept Weltanschauungkreig (literally, “world-
view warfare”), meaning the purportedly scientific application of pro-
paganda, terror, and state pressure as a means of securing an ideological

Mass Communication Research, Counterinsurgency, and “Reality” 259



victory over one’s enemies.17 William “Wild Bill” Donovan, the director
of the recently established U.S. intelligence agency OSS, viewed an 
understanding of Nazi psychological tactics as a vital source of ideas 
for “Americanized” versions of many of the same strategems. Use of 
the new term quickly became widespread throughout the U.S. 
intelligence community. For Donovan, psychological warfare was a full
fourth arm of the U.S. military, equal in status to the army, navy, and
air force.18

The personal, social, and scientific networks established in U.S. social
sciences during World War II, particularly among communication
researchers, later played a central role in the evolution (or “social con-
struction”) of U.S. sociology after the war.19 There were six main U.S.
centers of psychological warfare research during the conflict. Several of
them went through name changes and reorganizations in the course 
of the war, but they can be summarized as follows: (1) Samuel Stouffer’s
Research Branch of the U.S. Army’s Division of Morale; (2) the Office
of War Information (OWI), led by Elmer Davis; (3) the Psychological
Warfare Division of the U.S. Army, led by Brigadier General Robert
McClure; (4) the Office of Strategic Services, led by William Donovan;
(5) Rensis Likert’s Division of Program Surveys at the Department of
Agriculture, which provided field research personnel inside the United
States for the Army, OWI, and other government agencies; and (6)
Harold Lasswell’s War Communications Division at the Library of 
Congress.

Dozens of prominent social scientists particpated in the war through
these organizations. The Office of War Information included Elmo 
Roper (of the Roper survey organization), Elmo Wilson (also of Roper),
Leonard Doob (Yale), Wilbur Schramm (University of Illinois and 
later Stanford), Alexander Leighton (Cornell), Leo Lowenthal (Institut
für Sozialforschung, USIA, and University of California), Hans 
Speier (RAND Corporation), Nathan Leites (RAND), Edward Barrett
(Columbia journalism school dean and Columbia Journalism Review
founder), and Clyde Kluckhohn (Harvard), among others. (The institu-
tions in parentheses simply indicate the affiliations for which these 
scholars may be best known.) OWI simultaneously extended contracts
for communication research and consulting to Paul Lazarsfeld, Hadley
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Cantril, Frank Stanton, and George Gallup, and to Rensis Likert’s team
at the Agriculture Department.20

In addition to his OWI work, Nathan Lietes served as Lasswell’s 
senior research assistant at the Library of Congress project, as did 
Heinz Eulau (Stanford). Other prominent contributors to the Lasswell 
project included Irving Janis (Yale) and the young Ithiel de Sola Pool
(MIT), who, with Lietes, already had begun systematic content analysis
of communist publications long before the war was over. Lasswell’s
Library of Congress project is remembered today as the foundation of
content analysis in the United States.21 The list presented in table 12.1
summarizes some basic data about the work of prominent U.S. social
scientists in World War II psychological warfare programs. The names
here are simply a selection of those who have since played important
roles in mass communication research; the list is not intended to be 
complete.

The day-to-day significance of these networks has been explored by
social psychologist John Clausen, a veteran of Samuel Stouffer’s Research
Branch. Clausen made a systematic study during the early 1980s of 
the postwar careers of his former colleagues who had gone into mass
communication research, sociology, or psychology. Twenty-five of
twenty-seven veterans who could be located responded to his question-
naire; of these, twenty-four reported that their wartime work had had
“lasting implications” and had been “a major influence on [their] sub-
sequent career.” Clausen quotes the reply of psychologist Nathan
Maccoby (Stanford): “The Research Branch not only established one of
the best old-boy (or old-girl) networks ever, but an alumnus of the
Branch had an open door to most relevant jobs and career lines. We were
a lucky bunch.” Nearly three-fifths of the respondents indicated that the
Research Branch experience “had a major influence on the direction or
character of their work in the decade after the war,” Clausen continues,
“and all but three of the remainder indicated a substantial influence . . .
fully three fourths reported the Branch experience to have been a very
important influence on their careers as a whole.”22 To jump ahead for
just a moment, figure 12.2 shows a 1952 document from the U.S. 
Psychological Strategy Board, which was an interagency coordinating
committee for U.S. psychological warfare efforts during the Korean 
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Table 12.1
Communication research scholars in World War II U.S. psychological warfare
programs

Office of War Information

Staff
Elmo Roper (Roper Surveys) Hans Speier (RAND Corporation)
Elmo Wilson (Roper Surveys) Nathan Leites (RAND Corporation)
Leonard Doob (Yale)
Wilbur Schramm (U. Illinois, Edward Barrett (State Department,
Stanford) Columbia)
Alexander Leighton (Cornell) Clyde Kluckhohn (Harvard)
Leo Lowenthal (Frankfurt School,
USIA, U. California)

Consulting contracts
Paul Lazarsfeld (Bureau of Applied George Gallup (Gallup Polls)
Social Research) Rensis Likert (Institute for Social
Hadley Cantril (Princeton) Research)
Frank Stanton (CBS) National Opinion Research Center

War Communications Division (Library of Congress)

Staff
Harold Lasswell (Yale) Irving Janis (Yale)
Nathan Leites (RAND Corporation) Ithiel de Sola Pool (MIT)
Heinz Eulau (Stanford)

Psychological Warfare Division (U.S. Army)

Staff
William Paley (CBS) Morris Janowitz (Frankfurt School,
C. D. Jackson (Time/Life, Fortune) U. Michigan)
W. Phillips Davison (Columbia, John W. Riley (Rutgers)
RAND Corporation) Daniel Lerner (MIT, Stanford)
Saul Padover (New School for Social Edward Shils (U. Chicago)
Research)

Office of Strategic Services

Staff
W. Phillips Davison (Columbia, DeWitt Poole (State Department,
RAND Corporation) Public Opinion Quarterly)
Saul Padover (New School for Social Alex Inkeles (Harvard)
Research) Walter Langer (U. Wisconsin)
Morris Janowitz (Frankfurt School, Douglas Cater (Aspen Institute)
U. Michigan) Herbert Marcuse (Frankfurt 
Howard Becker (U. Wisconsin) School, U. California)

Consulting contracts
Stanford University Princeton University
University of California (Berkeley) Institute of Human Relations (Yale)
Columbia University National Opinion Research Center
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Figure 12.2
Psychological Strategy Board memo illustrates the durability of networks of
state sponsors and communication scholars.
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War. It also clearly illustrates the durability of the social networks among
these academics.23

Thus, the World War II experience of psychological warfare opera-
tions and research contributed substantially to the construction of a
remarkably tight circle of men and women who shared important con-
ceptions about mass communication research. They regarded mass 
communication as a tool for social management and as a weapon in
social conflict. They expressed common assumptions concerning the use-
fulness of quantitative research—particularly experimental and quasi-
experimental effects research, opinion surveys, and quantitative content
analysis—as a means of illuminating what communication “is” and
improving its application to social management. They also demonstrated
common attitudes toward at least some of the ethical questions intrinsic
to performing applied social research on behalf of a government.

These men and women were not obscure college professors. They were
much of the central command of mainstream U.S. sociology, and the
names discussed here were particularly prominent in various stages of
communication studies. To a very large degree, it was they who wrote
the textbooks, enjoyed the heavy government contracts that often are
necessary for professional prominence in the United States, served on the
editorial boards of the key journals, and became the deans and emeritus
professors of the most influential schools of communication and jour-
nalism in this country. What can be seen here, in sum, is the construc-
tion of social networks whose specialty was claimed to be “knowledge”
about a particular topic—in this case, communication.

The Search for “Magic Keys”

In the first decade after the war, many social scientists and some 
government agencies believed that sociology, social psychology, and
related fields were on the brink of decisive breakthroughs in engineering
human affairs. The so-called hard sciences had employed the positivist
scientific method to bring society radar, penicillin, and atomic energy.
Now the social sciences would use the same methods to usher in a new
era of reason, security, and social peace under the umbrella of the United
States.
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The rising U.S. intelligence community—the OSS at first, and later 
the CIA and the various military intelligence groups—placed itself at the
forefront of this effort. Here is how Brigadier General John Magruder
of the OSS put it in testimony at a U.S Senate hearing in late 1945:

In all of the intelligence that enters into waging war soundly and waging peace
soundly, it is the social scientists who make a huge contribution. The govern-
ment of the United States would be well advised to do all in its power to promote
the development of knowledge in the field of the social sciences. . . . Were we to
develop a dearth of social scientists, all national intelligence agencies servicing
policy makers in peace or war would be directly handicapped . . . research of
social scientists [is] indispensable to the sound development of national intelli-
gence in peace and war.24

Magruder introduced a chart into the Senate record to illustrate the
OSS’s perspective (see figure 12.3). It is revealing on two counts.25 First,
in the OSS view, there was a seamless continuum between wartime and
peacetime operations. While different tactics could be employed as situ-
ations changed, the intelligence community’s fundamental perspective
remained that U.S. interests would best be achieved by dominating rival
powers, regardless of whether the United States was technically at peace
or at war at any given time. Magruder saw relatively peaceful engineer-
ing of consent for U.S. aims as desirable, but the option of using vio-
lence remained essential. Second, as the chart illustrates, the OSS believed
that virtually every aspect of postwar intelligence operations should
make use of sociology or social psychology, or both.

This opened the era of what has been called the “search for magic
keys” to communication.26 Leo Lowenthal, who was formerly of the
Frankfurt School and who during the Korean War became chief of
research for the Voice of America, said in 1951—only half jokingly—
that the Voice was seeking “the ultimate miracle . . . the push button mil-
lennium in the use of opinion research in psychological warfare. On that
distant day,” he said, “the warrior would tell the research technician the
elements of content, audience, medium and effect desired. The researcher
would simply work out the mathematics and solve the algebraic
formula,” and the war would be won.27

Germany became a major testing ground for studies in social engi-
neering, as the United States took as its mission the reeducation of
Germans in the wake of the Nazi years. This helped open the door for
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reformist, liberal social scientists to undertake purportedly objective
research studies that they might earlier have rejected as immoral or polit-
ically suspect.28

Figure 12.4 presents survey results from a widely disseminated U.S.
textbook on communication of the period. It describes the impact of
mass bombing on German civilian populations, with the bombs literally
taken as a form of “communication” with their targets.29 Note that the
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Figure 12.4
Bombing of civilians depicted as a form of communication, in Cold War era
communication textbook.



medium-strength bombing proved to be marginally more cost-effective,
in many cases, in inducing the desire to surrender. That insight permit-
ted more efficient targeting of U.S. atomic weapons, which at the time
seemed to be in short supply, at least as the Air Force saw things.

How is it that liberal, social-democratic, and reform-minded social 
scientists become enmeshed in psychological warfare, counterinsurgency,
and even preparations for nuclear war? One part of the answer lies in
many scientists’ ability to create self-contradictory conceptual structures
that permit them to isolate themselves from the consequences of their
acts. Here is one example. In late 1947, the U.S. National Security
Council took two actions to provide the first bureaucratic-administra-
tive structure for U.S. clandestine warfare during peacetime. These deci-
sions illustrate the extent to which U.S. psychological warfare has had
from its inception multiple, overlapping layers of cover stories, deceits,
and euphemistic explanations. In this case, the NSC created two such
layers simultaneously, each contradictory to the other.

First, the NSC approved a relatively innocuous policy document
known as “NSC 4: Coordination of Foreign Information Measures.”30
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It assigned the assistant secretary of state for public affairs responsibil-
ity to lead “the immediate strengthening and coordination of all foreign
information measures of the U.S. government . . . to counteract effects of
anti-U.S. propaganda.” Importantly, NSC 4 was classified as “confiden-
tial,” the lowest category of government secret. As a practical matter,
this meant that word of this confidential action would likely be publi-
cized in the news media as an NSC “secret decision’ within days, perhaps
within hours.

That is precisely what took place. In time, a series of public decisions
grew up around NSC 4 involving policy directives and funding for the
U.S. Information Agency, scholarly exchange programs, operation of
America House cultural centers abroad, and similar overt information
programs. Officially, the position of the U.S. government on such matters
was that “truth is our weapon,” as Edward Barrett—who was soon to
be put in charge of the program—put it. This widely announced policy
held that the United States openly presented its views on international
controversies, and frankly discussed the flaws and advantages of U.S.
society in a bid to win credibility for its point of view. This was not “pro-
paganda” (in the negative sense of that word), Barrett insisted, it was
“truth.”31

In reality, only minutes after completing action on NSC 4, the NSC
took up a second measure: NSC 4-A. This was classified “top secret,” a
considerably stricter security rating. This status bars the disclosure of
even the existence of the decision to any person outside an authorized
circle. In NSC 4-A, the NSC directed that “the foreign information activ-
ities of the U.S. Government,” now supposedly led by the assistant 
secretary of state, “must be supplemented by covert psychological oper-
ations.” The CIA was to organize and administer these officially nonex-
istent programs, in part under cover provided by the “confidential”
program—that is, the public program—authorized under NSC 4.32

The NSC’s action removed the U.S. Congress and public from any
meaningful debate over whether or not to undertake clandestine psy-
chological warfare abroad. More than that, the “deniability” of the 
psychological operations themselves ensured that the public would
remain effectively excluded from decision making on this form of war
for decades—a legacy that remains to this day.33
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The scientists, operatives, and government administrators active in
these programs created a euphemistic sublanguage of terms that permit-
ted those who had been initiated into the arcana of national security 
to discuss psychological warfare and clandestine operations in varying
degrees of specificity (depending upon the audience) while simultane-
ously denying the very existence of such programs when it was politi-
cally convenient to do so. In an added confusing twist, NSC 4 had
established an officially confidential (but in reality public) program of
bland “Foreign Information Measures” that sometimes also were
referred to as “psychological measures” or “psychological warfare” in
public discussions. Although officially confidential, these highly public
activities became decoys to divert public and congressional attention
away from more deadly affairs. These seemingly contradictory concep-
tual structures helped preserve the myth that the United States was
dealing with the world in a straightforward manner consistent with its
professed ideals, while the Soviets were waging a different sort of Cold
War, one that relied upon deceit, “propaganda,” and clandestine 
violence.

Building an Institutional Identity for Communication Research

For the first decade after 1945—which is to say, the decade in which
communication research crystallized into a distinct scholarly field, com-
plete with colleges, graduate degrees, and so on—U.S. military, propa-
ganda, and intelligence agencies provided the overwhelming majority of
all project funding for the field. The earliest cumulative data concerning
government funding of social science is provided by the National Science
Foundation in 1952: it shows that more than ninety-six percent of all
reported federal funding for social science at that time was draw from
the U.S. military. The remaining four percent of government funding was
divided about equally between conventional civilian agencies (Depart-
ment of Labor, Department of the Interior) and civilian agencies 
with clear national security missions (such as the Federal Civil Defense
Administration). Social science funding rooted in national security 
missions totaled $12.27 million that year, the NSF reported, while 
comparable civilian funding totaled only $0.28 million.34
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This extreme skew in favor of research to support military, intelligence,
and propaganda missions was particularly pronounced in mass commu-
nication studies. A close review of Public Opinion Quarterly and other
scholarly mass communication literature during the decade after 1945,
for example, reveals several dozen medium- to large-scale communica-
tion research projects funded by the Office of Naval Research, the U.S.
Air force, CIA, and U.S. Information Agency. The only comparable
“civilian” study appears to have been a 1950 Department of Agriculture
survey of the effects of television on dressmakers—one of the earliest
such studies of television effects—that apparently was never written up
for scholarly mass communication journals.35

At least a half dozen of the most important centers of U.S. communi-
cation research were dependent for their survival on funding from a
handful of national security agencies, although the limits of space here
permit discussion of only three. Their reliance on psychological warfare
money was so exclusive as to suggest clearly that the crystallization of
mass communication research into a distinct scholarly field would not
have come about during the 1950s without substantial military, CIA, and
USIA intervention.

The Survey Research Center (SRC) at the University of Michigan
(today known as the Institute for Social Research, or ISR), for example,
was established by Rensis Likert in the summer of 1946 using a number
of the personnel who had served under Likert during the war. The “SRC
functioned during its first year as something of an outpost of the federal
government,” writes Jean Converse in Survey Research in the United
States.36 Major early contracts included a ten-year grant from the Office
of Naval Research for studies of the psychological aspects of morale,
leadership, and control of large organizations, and a series of contracts
for surveys of Americans’ attitudes on economics for the Federal Reserve
Board, which in those years was deeply concerned about the potential
for a renewed 1930s-style depression and social upheaval as veterans
returned to the civilian work force. Early SRC/ISR research with strate-
gic intelligence applications included U.S. Air Force-funded interview
studies of Soviet defectors and refugees. The point of that enterprise was
twofold: first, to identify social psychological attributes of the Soviet
population that could be exploited in U.S. propaganda, and second, 
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collection of intelligence on military and economic centers inside the
USSR that would be targeted for atomic or conventional attacks in the
event of war.37

SRC/ISR archival records show that federal contracts contributed fully
99 percent of the institution’s revenues during its first full year in 1947,
and well over 50 percent of SRC/ISR revenues during its first five years
of operation.38

At the National Opinion Research Center (NORC), perhaps the 
most liberal and reform-minded of the early centers of communication
research, about 90 percent of the organization’s work during the war
years was made up of contracts from the Office of War Information, the
U.S. government’s principal monitor of civilian morale. This backing was
“probably critical in making [NORC’s] national capacity [for conduct-
ing surveys] viable,” Converse writes. In 1944, Congress canceled the
OWI project, but the NORC field studies of U.S. civilian morale and atti-
tudes continued under secret “emergency’ contracts with the Department
of State. This arrangement became institutionalized and provided a
survey vehicle onto which NORC later could market “piggyback” survey
questions for commercial customers.39

A second noteworthy NORC contract during the center’s first de-
cade was a series of inquiries, for the U.S. Army Chemical Corps, into 
individual and group responses to community disasters. NORC used
natural disasters such as earthquakes and tornados as analogues to
model responses to an attack with chemical weapons. In time, NORC
undertook a related series of disaster studies that became the U.S. 
government’s main data base for evaluating the psychological effects of
nuclear war.40

Funding for the Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR) at 
Columbia University appears to have been more diversified. BASR
records prior to 1950 are sketchy, but Converse concludes that approx-
imately 50 percent of BASR’s budget from 1941 through 1946 stemmed
from commercial work such as readership studies for Time and Life
magazines. But by 1949, the BASR was deeply in debt to Columbia 
University and lacked a cushion of operating funds with which to cover
project expenses while waiting for clients to make payments. The cash-
flow problem was so severe that Paul Lazarsfeld speculated in 
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fund-raising appeals that BASR would be forced to close if help were not
forthcoming.

By the end of that year, however, BASR’s Kingley Davis won new mil-
itary and intelligence contracts that substantially improved BASR’s finan-
cial situation. By fiscal year 1950–51, BASR’s annual budget had reached
a new high, 75 percent of which consisted of contracts with U.S. mili-
tary and propaganda agencies.41 Major federally funded BASR projects
of the period included two Air Force studies for intelligence gathering
on urban social dynamics abroad, a large project for the Office of Naval
Research, and a multiyear contract for the Voice of America for public
opinion surveys in the Middle East.42

The Voice of America project began in September 1950. Extensive,
methodologically ambitious surveys were conducted in Iran, Turkey,
Egypt, and four other countries, each of which was a major target of
U.S. psychological warfare efforts of the period. (Two of the countries,
Iran and Egypt, underwent CIA-supported coups d’état while the study
was under way.) Lazarsfeld helped compose the survey questions, which
eventually were asked by native-language researchers in the field.43 BASR
designed the survey to elicit specific guidance for U.S. propaganda and
intelligence operations in the region.

Still another important BASR contract focused on engineering public
opinion in the Philippines, and particularly on measuring the effective-
ness of psychological warfare and counterinsurgency operations against
the Huk guerrillas. These programs helped generate several basic build-
ing blocks of today’s communication theory, including understanding 
of the key role of opinion leaders in shaping mass public sentiment and
the well-known “personal influence” and “two-step” models of com-
munications behavior.44 The Philippines project simultaneously became
the proving ground for techniques designed to monitor the impact on
Filipino public opinion of U.S.-backed search-and-destroy counterinsur-
gency squads, counterguerrilla “hunter-killer teams,” the “pacification”
of peasant villages, and other tactics that later became well known in
Vietnam, El Salvador, and similar conflicts.45

The public opinion studies and the hunter-killer teams developed as
interlocking characteristics of a single theory for managing insurgencies
in U.S. client states such as the Philippines. MIT’s Center for Interna-
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tional Studies played a particularly important role in the elaboration of
these tactics during the second half of the 1950s. CENIS was funded
largely by the CIA and the Air Force, often using the Ford Foundation
as a cover.

CENIS might be called the second generation of postwar U.S. com-
munications research. By the mid-1950s, both academics and policy-
makers gradually realized that the earlier search for “magic keys” and
the “push-button millennium” in social engineering had largely failed.
Audiences proved to be far more resilient and resistant than theorists
first had thought.

CENIS articulated a new group of tactics for managing international
conflicts, and these became quite popular with government funders.
CENIS scholars such as Ithiel de Sola Pool, Daniel Lerner, and Max 
Millikan (who had been the CIA’s assistant director for intelligence prior
to becoming CENIS director) argued that propaganda could be more
effectively blended with controlled economic developments, arms trans-
fers, police and military training, and counterinsurgency support for
U.S.-backed regimes. These multifaceted tactics had developed more or
less informally during U.S. interventions on Greece and the Philippines.
Part of CENIS’s job for the government was to articulate fully and sys-
tematize those insights into packages that included background data on
various contested countries, plus tactics and systems for counterinsur-
gency that supposedly could be applied virtually anywhere in the world.46

Among sociologists, these tactics took the name “development theory”;
among military planners the same approach came to be called “limited
warfare.”47 Figure 12.5 is a reproduction of a slide from a social science
seminar organized for the U.S. Army in the spring of 1962, as coun-
terinsurgency warfare in Asia was beginning to reach full velocity. Note
the integrated tactics—and the B-52s.48

The CIA spent tens of millions of dollars on communication research
projects throughout the 1950s. It typically passed money through a front
organization such as the Human Ecology Fund, the RAND Corporation,
or one of several foundations.49 This sponsorship, and the ostensibly
civilian cover it enjoyed, encouraged what many people would consider
to be criminal enterprises to enter the intellectual mainstream in the
United States. At the Bureau of Social Science Research (BSSR) at 
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American University in Washington, D.C., for example, researchers
under contract to the CIA systematically documented the use of drugs, 
electroshock, and other forms of torture in interrogation of prisoners. A
related project traced the steps leading to the psychological collapse of
prisoners of war. In time, BSSR social scientists wrote up such projects
for mainstream journals such as Sociometry, where they were received
with some critical acclaim.50 Another major CIA-funded communication
research project provided a $1 million research grant to Hadley Cantril,
a major figure in U.S. public opinion studies and a founder of the trans-
actional analysis school of psychology.51

U.S. military projects also became central to the evolution of the dis-
cipline of communication research, including its Zeitgeist or overall 
perspective on communication itself. One example of U.S. Air Force pro-
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Figure 12.5
Sociology integrated into counterinsurgency: illustration from a 1962 U.S. Army
symposium on “limited war.”



grams will illustrate this. During the 1950s, the Air Force paid 
about a third of a million dollars to Stuart Dodd of the University of
Washington to study the effects of propaganda leaflets dropped from 
airplanes. This became known as Project Revere, and it was one of the
largest series of communication studies of its day. It since has been re-
cognized as the foundation of what is known as diffusion research, the
study of how messages move through a population.52

The project was both a study of propaganda and a propaganda project
in its own right. Dodd’s experiment consisted of dropping millions of
leaflets (such as that shown in figure 12.6) on rural communities and
small towns in Washington State, Alabama, and the far West. Using
survey research, his team then tracked the dispersal of this message—
Communist bombers might attack your neighborhood—through the
population.53 In fact, many of the communities targeted by Dodd’s study
were inaccessible to American commercial airliners, much less Soviet
bombers. Among the more interesting results: children, in particular,
were inclined to pick up pretty, fluttery papers dropped from airplanes.
One may wonder how much Dodd or the Air Force remembered of these
results when the Air Force went about designing the pretty, fluttery, 
air-dropped antipersonnel mines that took such a devastating toll on
Vietnamese children a few years later.

The Dodd project simultaneously became a major source of overt and
tacit promotion for psychological warfare within the academic com-
munity. Figure 12.7 presents Dodd’s own list of what he termed “Revere-
connected papers” published in the scholarly literature as of 1958.54

The list includes substantial representation of Revere papers in virtually
every major U.S. sociological publication of the day. Note particularly
the titles. There is something interesting happening in the rhetoric of the
field of communication research. The presentation of this work has taken
on a strong aroma of “science,” “objectivity,” and “professionalism.”
The values and many of the political preconceptions of the psychologi-
cal warfare projects are being absorbed into new, “scientificized” pre-
sentations of communication theory that tended to conceal the prejudices
of the early 1950s programs under a new coat of “objective” rhetoric.
Basic terms in the field began to change. Terms such as propaganda and
psychological warfare fell out of favor; they became instead international
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Figure 12.6
U.S. Air Force-sponsored communication research as propaganda. University of
Washington scientists dropped millions of leaflets like this one on towns in the
northwestern United States at the height of the “bomber gap” crisis.



communications, development, and public diplomacy. This was a refine-
ment of the contradictory conceptual structures concerning communica-
tion discussed earlier.

This professionalization of the discipline brought with it a new
rhetoric that downplayed the relatively blatant role of psychological
warfare in mainstream mass communication research that had charac-
terized the first decade after 1945. Scientists increasingly adopted a
vocabulary that was self-consciously neutral, but that maintained (and
in fact develop) the core conceptions of what communication “is” and
what to do with it. This process of changing the labels while preserving
the core paradigm can clearly be seen in the projects that were unfortu-
nate enough to be caught on the cusp of the change.

At the Bureau of Social Science Research, for example, Chitra M.
Smith prepared an extensive annotated bibliography in late 1952 titled
International Propaganda and Psychological Warfare.55 This was clearly
an old-style presentation. It is useful from a historical point of view,
because as an annotated bibliography, Smith’s work provides a good
indication of the scope of the concept of psychological warfare in 1952.

By 1956, however, the rhetorical tide had begun to turn. That year,
the RAND Corporation published virtually the same bibliography with
only two substantive changes: the title became International Communi-
cation and Political Opinion and two authors were credited—Bruce
Lannes Smith and Chitra M. Smith.56 The earlier acknowledgement of
psychological warfare as the unifying theme of the collection—in fact,
as its raison d’être—completely disappeared, without any change to the
actual content of the work. This is one example of a broader process by
which the “psychological warfare” of one generation became the “inter-
national communication” of the next.

A similar incident took place at Harvard’s Russian Research Center.
In 1954, Clyde Kluckhohn, Alex Inkeles, and Raymond Bauer prepared
a psychological warfare study for the U.S. Air Force titled Strategic Psy-
chological and Sociological Strengths and Vulnerabilities of the Soviet
Social System.57 Much of this work concerned the USSR’s national com-
munication system, which was Inkeles’s specialty. In 1956, the authors
deleted about a dozen pages of recommendations concerning psycho-
logical operations during nuclear war and published the remaining 
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Figure 12.7
Stuart Dodd’s list of “Revere-connected” papers (1958).
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Figure 12.7
(continued)
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400-page text under the title How the Soviet System Works. That book,
in turn, became a standard graduate reader in U.S. studies of the USSR
throughout the 1960s. The Kluckhohn, Inkeles, and Bauer text thus
moved from its original incarnation as a relatively naïve how-to manual
for the exploitation of a rival system to make a much more sweeping—
yet paradoxically more seemingly objective and scientific—claim con-
cerning how Soviet reality “works.”58

Conclusion

In conclusion, then, the following pattern becomes apparent. First, a pro-
totypical paradigm of communication-as-domination and the research
techniques for applying it emerged from the war, class conflict, and the
early organization of mass markets via newspapers and radio during 
the first decades of this century. Lasswell’s and Lazarsfeld’s insights and
methodologies, for example, permitted forms of audience measurement
without which the structure of modern radio and television probably
could not exist. In this way, early communication research often became
one instrument in a broader campaign of suppression of discourse other
than the messages and values promulgated by monopoly enterprises and
central governments.

Second, World War II encouraged the construction of a network of
scientists and state sponsors for psychological warfare. That is what the
Clausen study showed.

Third, this network played a pivotal role in creating a new branch of
social science, euphemistically termed “communication research,” which
in turn further developed and institutionalized a highly influential
framework for how “communication” itself was to be regarded. That
work helped enforce the preconceptions and worldview of mainstream
U.S. social science and, in an indirect and more complex manner, of U.S.
society as a whole. As James Carey has put it, “We first produce the
world by symbolic work, and then take up residence in the world we
have produced. Alas,” he continues, “there is magic in our self decep-
tions.”59 By the 1970s, the institutions created during the evolution of
communication research—graduate schools, social science think tanks,
professional societies, and the like—had won considerable public and



commercial sector funding and emerged as the main centers for advanced
training in the United States of men and women who might well be called
professional ideological workers.

Finally, this essay has discussed briefly the conceptual structures used
for thinking about communication and social order, and euphemism’s
important role in providing cover for scientific enterprises that many
people might otherwise regard as criminal. Such euphemisms seem to be
essential in maintaining the otherwise obvious split between society’s
professed values—the reasons it claims for doing things—and its actual
behavior.
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American Policy Community

William Buxton
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Lasswell’s Formula and Marshall’s Chart

Who
Says What
In Which Channel
To Whom
With What Effect?

These words of Harold Lasswell, introducing an article that he wrote in
1948 (Lasswell, 1948: 37), have come to enjoy a mantra-like status
within the field of communication studies. For mainstream thinkers,
Lasswell’s formula has been recurrently used as a framework for dis-
cussing research findings in the discipline (DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach,
1975: 208). Even scholars of a more critical disposition have found 
Lasswell’s prophetic statement to be of value in orienting research in the
field. William Leiss devoted the 1990 Southam lecture (given each year
at the annual meetings of the Canadian Communication Association) to
an exploration of how the “message transmission” theory, as developed
by Lasswell and elaborated a year later by Shannon and Weaver (1949),
could serve as the basis for integrating research results in the area of
public policy communications (Leiss, 1991: 2).

In deploying the message transmission theory to codify research ini-
tiatives in communications, writers like DeFleur, Ball-Rokeach, and Leiss
have assumed that understanding its meaning is unproblematic. As a
matter of course, they have treated Lasswell’s formula as nothing more
than a set of abstract categories that could serve as a template for impart-
ing coherence to research in communications. They have, in effect,



largely begged the questions of where the words originated, why they
were selected by Lasswell, what they had come to mean at the time they
were written, through which channels they had been directed, and to
whom they had been addressed. In what follows, I use an exploration of
the origins of Lasswell’s formula as a point of departure for critically
examining how the field of communications emerged in the United States
during the decade prior to the end of World War II. In doing so, I give
particular attention to how the Rockefeller Foundation was able to shape
and direct the course of communication studies in accordance with its
views on how the production of social scientific knowledge could be
brought to bear on matters of public concern. It is hoped that an analy-
sis of this kind might help communication studies learn from the lessons
of its past in order to confront the nature and meaning of current intel-
lectual practices in the field.

As Morrison (1978) has pointed out, Lasswell’s formula can be traced
to a series of seminars held in 1939–1940, sponsored and organized by
the Rockefeller Foundation. A number of leading figures doing research
in communications took part with the intent of “conceptualizing and
organizing the field.” It was during these meetings, Morrison claims,
“that Lasswell first developed his now celebrated model of the commu-
nication process—who says what to whom in what channel with what
effect—a conceptual model which had tremendous importance for the
field’s future history” (Morrison, 1978: 358).

Morrison is correct in attributing the origins of Lasswell’s formula to
the seminars. But a closer reading of the relevant documentation reveals
not only that the concept had a different authorship but that it had a
much different meaning and purpose within its original context. To a
large extent, the authorship and purpose were closely related. Although
undoubtedly all the members of the seminar contributed to the genesis
of the communications schema,1 it was John Marshall, associate direc-
tor of the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation, who
appears to have provided its initial formulation. And this formulation,
as we will now examine, was inherently linked to Marshall’s practical
vision of the role in public life to be played by the emergent field of 
communications.
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The formula first emerged at a meeting of the seminar held on May
8, 1940 (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940c). In order to conclude the
seminar with a coherent account of the year’s work, Marshall suggested
the need to systematize what had been discussed:

He hoped that a “chart” of research in the communications field might be devel-
oped, clarifying the need for such research, outlining the research itself, showing
the interpretations that might develop from it and their significance, and sug-
gesting the outcomes which might be expected. Such a chart is needed to lay the
basis for the co-ordination and supplementation of parallel studies in the three
fields of communication. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940c: 1)2

After considerable discussion of the issues raised by his initial com-
ments, Marshall summarized what had been said in the following
manner:

General answers of a valid character are not to be expected. Valid answers can
be found only when specific problems are framed. The field of communications
research lacks basic data on how people’s experiences are being modified by com-
munications. A “chart” is necessary, applicable in any study, which would remind
those carrying it of the context which must be taken into account; a “chart”
fixing the context within which studies, to be adequate, must be undertaken. In
addition to defining the context, it should list the resources for implementing
that context. If studies were structured in this way, it would furnish an inte-
grating mechanism. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940c: 5)

The members of the seminar agreed that the process of charting would
be attempted at the next meeting, to be held in June 1940. This was to
involve the listing of a series of questions, along with the sources that
were available to answer them. A number of the seminar members were
assigned particular parts of the chart to complete (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1940c: 5).

Although no record of the subsequent—and possibly final—session 
of the seminar could be found, a number of the “parts” of the chart, as
prepared by seminar members, have been preserved. Taken together, they
reveal that Lasswell’s formula not only originated in the seminar but had
begun to serve as a framework for ordering and systematizing research.
Marshall (1940a) wrote the introduction to the chart, which now took
the form of a draft memorandum. He drew particular attention to “mass
communication” and how it might be analyzed.3 The analysis of mass
communications was of “value to those who direct their use—particu-
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larly those who are conscientious in meeting the responsibilities that
entails” (Marshall, 1940a: 2). Overall, the thesis of the memorandum
was “that study of what mass communications are today doing in 
American society can yield knowledge which will be of practical value
both to those who direct the use of the media of mass communication
and to those concerned with their control in the public interest—not only
governmental agencies, but industrial and civic groups as well (Marshall,
1940a: 4). The memorandum could be considered a success if “it will
lead others to agree that the time has come to undertake systematic
observation and reporting on the current flow of mass communications,
its trends through time, and its effect through time” (Marshall, 1940a:
5). Research of this kind was of practical value to those in control of
mass media because it would provide “knowledge of what effect can be
expected for a given type of communication, at a given time, and under
given circumstances.” Knowledge of this kind would be built up from
the results of specific studies. These, in turn, could be of immediate prac-
tical value “if they are made to deal with communications bearing on
questions of evident social importance.” As Marshall emphasized, special
studies must have a “general view of mass communications” as their
context, if they are to realize their full value:

Analysis of the effect of any given communication . . . involves answering the
basic question, to whom was it said. To generalize any specific finding on effect,
the investigator . . . must be able to relate what was said to what was being 
said through the various media at the time in question and at earlier times.
Finally, he must be able to relate what is said to who said it, and if possible, to
the intention that the communicator had. (Marshall, 1940a: 6; emphasis 
added)

The remainder of the “parts,” written by other members of the
seminar, fleshed out the schema. Lasswell (1940) addressed the question
of who communicates. Gorer (1940) discussed how content could 
be classified. Waples (1940) wrote a short account of how effects might
be examined. Finally, Lazarsfeld (1940a) wrote on audience research, 
in effect addressing the “whom” to which mass communication is
directed.

Mass communications was not simply chosen for study because of its
inherent fascination; it was of interest because it was so closely bound
up with problems of generating public consent for the policy measures
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undertaken during the “emergency” period of World War II. The draft
document arising from the seminar can best be viewed as a strategic
vehicle for institutionalizing communications research along particular
lines. It represented an effort by communications researchers to make
their emergent field relevant to the problems faced by policy-makers with
the onset of a period of emergency. What remains to be better under-
stood is how and why this institutionalization occurred, and the role 
of the Rockefeller Foundation in the process. We will now examine 
more in detail how a “communications group” developed to the point
of being poised to make its presence felt in the wartime effort. This 
will involve an examination of the background to the group’s formation
with particular reference to how Rockefeller philanthropy became
involved in communications through its sponsorship of the Princeton
Radio Research Project and related initiatives. I will conclude by 
briefly considering how the Rockefeller Foundation was instrumental 
in mediating between communications researchers and governmental
officials after the conclusion of the communications seminar of
1939–1940.

The Princeton Radio Research Project

In May 1937, the Rockefeller trustees approved a grant to Hadley
Cantril of $67,000 over two years to be administered by the School of
Public and International Affairs at Princeton University (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1937a). The main concern of the study was to examine
“the essential value of radio to all types of listeners.” Cantril maintained
that “if radio is to serve the best interests of the people, it is essential
that an objective analysis be made of what these interests are, and how
the unique psychological and social characteristics of radio may be
devoted to them.” Moreover, the study sought to develop methodologi-
cal techniques appropriate to the analysis of the radio audience (Cantril,
1937).

Cantril’s study was part of a broader program of research adminis-
tered by the Federal Radio Educational Committee (FREC). The body
had been formed by the Federal Communications Commission in 1935
to “formulate plans for furthering cooperation between broadcasters and
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various non-profit groups.”4 Composed of representatives from both
broadcasters and educators, FREC had as one of its major goals the
undertaking of “a thoroughgoing study of how educational broadcast-
ing is to be financed, or more particularly how the expense involved is
to be shared by the broadcasters, educational agencies, the foundations,
and possibly the government” (Marshall, 1935: May 15–16). To this end,
it formed numerous research committees whose collective goal was to
produce findings that would help to reconcile differences between edu-
cators and broadcasters. As it became increasingly evident that the pro-
jects proposed by the research committees were potentially far too costly
and badly in need of streamlining, a “Committee of Six” was formed,
consisting of three broadcasters and three educators.5 It was given the
task of combining some of the studies in order to reduce its costs 
(Studebaker, 1937). Ultimately, the Committee of Six evolved into
FREC’s executive committee, charged with the responsibility of oversee-
ing the projects and generating funding for them from the broadcasting
industry and other private sources.

John Marshall, working on behalf of the Humanities Division of the
Rockefeller Foundation, adeptly worked through FREC to advance his
agenda for communications research. The Committee of Six, in this
sense, served a dual purpose. On the one hand, through his contacts on
the committee (particularly Willis, Tyson, and Cantril), he was able to
have some influence on the committee’s choice of research projects.
Working closely with the committee, the Foundation was able to gener-
ate funding from a variety of sources for a focused set of research 
initiatives. In effect, by virtue of its own prestige and influence the Rock-
efeller Foundation had been able to give FREC credibility in the eyes of
industry, so much so that they were willing to provide funding for some
of its projected studies. Having thus established the credibility of this
committee, John Marshall was able to argue to the Rockefeller Founda-
tion trustees that any funding allocated to FREC-sponsored studies
would be subject to review by a group who had “the public interest” of
radio broadcasting in mind.

This argument appeared to be crucial for generating support for
Cantril’s research proposal. In making the case to the trustees for support
of the study, Marshall stressed that the project was part of a broader

300 William Buxton



program of research within FREC, which had been supported by the
radio industry. As he noted, not only had the industry’s representatives
supported the Committee of Six as a coordinating agency, but they had
agreed to underwrite some of the projects at considerable cost (Marshall,
1937). Evidently swayed by the case Marshall had made, the trustees
attached a good deal of weight to the fact that Cantril’s study would be
vetted by the Committee of Six:

As findings are to be released only through this Executive Committee, they will
automatically carry the approval of three representatives of the industry whose
authority cannot be questioned. At the same time, the presence on the Executive
of three prominent educators assures due protection for educational and cultural
interests. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1937a)

Hence, they viewed the proposal as potentially significant because
work of this kind was “fundamental for the success of the co-operative
efforts of the radio industry and non-commercial agencies that are
directed towards broadening radio’s range of public service” (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1937a).

The Princeton Radio Research Project was initially supported because
Rockefeller officials felt that it potentially could yield important insights
into how commercial broadcasting could incorporate more educational
material into its programming. It was believed that if the tastes and inter-
ests of the listening audience were better understood (assumed to be the
desire for a greater diversity of non-commercial fare), commercial broad-
casters would begin to offer more programs of an educational, artistic,
and public interest nature. This would mean, in turn, that the tastes and
standards of the listening audience would be elevated. Although such a
goal might now seem naive and unrealistic, it was fully consistent with
the Humanities Division’s notion that radio could be used as a vehicle
for enhancing the cultural levels of the mass public.

Once the Princeton Radio Research got under way, however, it began
to move inexorably away from its original purpose of “broadening
radio’s range of public service” through encouraging cooperation
between educational and commercial broadcasters. Undoubtedly, the
rapid decline of advocacy for educational radio after the Communica-
tions Act of 1934 made the issue of mediating between the two interest
groups appear less pressing. However, much of the change in the 
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orientation of the Project could be attributed to the selection of Paul
Lazarsfeld as its first director in the summer of 1937, after neither Cantril
nor Frank Stanton was willing to assume the position. Even as 
Lazarsfeld worked within the guiding framework of the Princeton
Project, namely that of “studying the meaning of radio to all types of
listeners” (Lazarsfeld, 1938b: 1), he sought to place it on a much more
rigorous methodological footing. As he noted, the study of “who listens
to what, why, and with what effect” is “a rather large order and one of
our primary problems is to restrict the scope of our activities.” This
meant that “the theoretical and conceptual analysis of the listener prob-
lems confronting radio today is, therefore, one definite part of our activ-
ities” (Lazarsfeld, 1938b: 1–2). Lazarsfeld shifted the project away from
its original goal of reconciling the differences between educators and
broadcasters; it became much more oriented toward methodological
questions and the study of a broad range of issues related to radio broad-
casting and its effects.6

Nevertheless, given that the Project was still part of the research
program coordinated by the FREC, an effort was made to give the
appearance that its results would be of direct or at least indirect benefit
to educational broadcasting. This presentation of the Project was evident
in a report submitted to the Committee of Six in November 1938 
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1938b). The report contained accounts of
the principles by which the research was guided, the plans for publica-
tion, and the kinds of research that were slated for the next phase of the
Project’s activities. It also included a statement on the general purpose
of the Project as it had been summarized in the 1937 Annual Report of
the Rockefeller Foundation. Following from its mandate to examine “the
use of radio for educational or cultural purposes,” the report empha-
sized how the Project sought to meet the needs of educational broad-
casters. This included the development of “short-cut methods” to help
undertake listener research, the stimulation of interest by “universities
and other research agencies” in listener research, setting an example for
educational researchers of how cooperative ventures with private agen-
cies could be developed, and collecting the results of studies done by
“commercial research agencies” and making them available to educators
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1938b: 4–5). More generally, the Project
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was guided by the concern to develop a “theoretical framework” that
would “guide us in empirical research and in our interpretation of the
findings.” This would involve “the systematic study of actual efforts
made currently with educational programs.” Along the same lines, the
Project sought to survey the “main fields in which radio obviously has
its greatest social effects” (such as music, news broadcasting, and poli-
tics), and to determine the “social, regional and other differences” in the
radio audience.

These principles, however, were not particularly in evidence in the list
of eleven publications that had been planned; most were only margin-
ally related to the needs and concerns of educational broadcasters.
Indeed, only one projected volume (on studies in educational broad-
casting) had any direct bearing on their concerns. The rest were either
narrowly methodological in orientation7 or discussions of various aspects
of contemporary radio.8 The only publication resulting from the Project
at that point was a “radio issue” of the Journal of Applied Psychology,
which was due to appear in February 1939. Clearly, the Project had
strayed significantly from its goal of furthering the cause of educational
and cultural broadcasting through research. It had embarked on a bewil-
dering range of studies whose state of development was unclear and 
ill-defined.

Nevertheless, in its repot on the Project, the Committee of Six of 
the Federal Radio Education Commission found that it was “being con-
ducted in full accordance with the original plans” and recommended that
“funds for its completion over an additional three years . . . be provided
by the Rockefeller Foundation.” Overall, the Committee commended
“the progress of the work thus far” (Tyson, 1938).

Despite the positive recommendation of the Committee of Six, 
Marshall believed that “the disinterested opinion of a group of qualified
specialists” should be solicited before the Foundation Board of Directors
could consider a renewal of the Project’s grant (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1938b). That the Foundation found it necessary to enlist the ser-
vices of an additional reviewing committee was an indication of the
degree to which the Committee of Six, as the executive body of FREC,
had failed to live up to its expectations as an agency to direct and vali-
date studies in radio research. There were other signs that the Project
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had not been as successful as its directors and the Committee of Six had
claimed. Judging by the response of publishers to the Project’s proposed
series, it was unlikely that the proposed volumes would ever appear in
print. As D.C. Poole (the Princeton University official responsible for the
Project) noted to Stevens, the three publishers that had been approached9

unanimously agreed that “the studies are of value but that their publi-
cation in the ordinary commercial way is not feasible” (Poole, 1938).

The reviewing committee for the Princeton Radio Survey met with its
three directors in January 1939.10 It was the Committee’s view that
although the Project had done “an excellent and intelligent job of explo-
ration,” it should “be focused in a general way upon certain important
problem areas” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939a: 1). Members of the
Committee then went on to indicate what some of these areas might be.
The issue also came up of the relationship of the Project to educational
concerns. Gilbert Seldes felt that the Project had an “educational bias”
and that “the commercial and entertainment aspects of broadcasting
should not be neglected.” Cantril responded:

the Princeton Project is one of a series set up by the Committee of Six of the
Federal Education Commission; . . . the Committee of Six feels that the Project
should have an educational slant and expects to review all of the material col-
lected by the Project before publication; . . . the Project finds itself in a situation
involving conflicting allegiances and responsibilities; . . . the Directors would like
to see the Project divorced entirely from the Committee of Six. (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1939a: 5)

Replying to a question posed by Robert Lynd about “whether the
Directors were bound to confine themselves to a study of educational
broadcasting,” Marshall stated “that they were not; that the word ‘edu-
cational’ was not mentioned in the Foundation’s grant to the project; and
that the field was wide open, at least as far as this Reviewing Commit-
tee is concerned” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939a: 5).11 Taking its
lead, the Committee agreed that “the Project should be free to study all
kinds of programs, including commercial and entertainment programs”
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939a: 5).

Although the ostensible purpose of the Committee was to evaluate the
Project, its actual function appears to have been to set it on a particular
course. This was evident in its suggestions for future research. Rather

304 William Buxton



than continuing to concern itself with questions of relevance to educa-
tional broadcasting, the Project was to devote itself to such matters as
“the effects of radio listening” and the determination of “whether radio
can accomplish certain effects independently or only as part of a more
general process or situation” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939a: 9).
Under the general categories of “attitudes toward authority” and “levels
of anxiety,” it was suggested that the Project give attention to how well
radio was able to accomplish the following social objectives:

1. to supply listeners information not otherwise available

2. to restore the spontaneity and freshness of local viewpoints

3. to assist in decreasing the social lag incident to technological change

4. to increase the selective response of groups to the radio

5. to increase tolerance toward experts and expert knowledge in social
affairs (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939a: 10).

The directors responded enthusiastically to the suggestions. Stanton
indicated that “a good deal of the groundwork for carrying out the
Committee’s suggestions had already been done.” Along the same lines,
Lazarsfeld “accepted that the work already begun points in the direction
suggested by the Committee and can be pointed still more; and that a
real attempt had been made during the first year and a half of the
Project’s work to decide problems on just such bases as those the Com-
mittee had in mind” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939a: 10).

That the directors of the Project took the Committee’s suggestion to
heart is evident in the proposal they submitted during the next month
for a renewal of their grant. A number of the suggestions of the Com-
mittee were reiterated almost verbatim, followed by a statement that “the
present proposal seems to the officers to give adequate consideration to
most if not all these recommendations of the Reviewing Committee”
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939c).

Despite the Committee’s conviction that the Project was promising, it
recommended that “the evidence accumulated be fully formulated before
proceeding with any additional research” (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1941). Such an assessment only served to fuel the growing impatience of
Foundation officials with the Project. As Marshall noted in an internal
memorandum,
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There has been a good deal of scepticism as to what the Project could accom-
plish. J.M. [ John Marshall] naturally believed with Lazarsfeld that the Project
can and does offer much information of significance for better broadcasting; but
others do not share his belief. The burden of proof is now Lazarsfeld’s. More
generally there is a scepticism about what the methods of social psychology 
can accomplish. . . . Finally J.M. said quite candidly, that in some quarters
Lazarsfeld himself suffered from the reputation of being a starter and not a 
finisher. (Marshall, quoted in Morrison, 1978: 356)

Marshall communicated the Foundation’s concerns to Lazarsfeld in a
telegram:

Discussions in office indicate reluctance to invest in new research pending for-
mulation of present findings stop feeling here that need is for breathing spell to
save project from being victim of its own success stop no recommendation to
trustees now stop ready to review situation in June if formulation is sufficiently
advanced by then to proved basis. (Marshall, quoted in Morrison, 1978: 355)

The situation was indeed reviewed in June, but a final decision on the
renewal was not reached. Rather, following the suggestion of the review
committee, the Foundation “appropriated $17,500 in 1939 in addition
to the amount available from the 1937 grant” for the formulation of the
evidence that had been accumulated (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1941).
In effect, the Foundation made the renewal of the grant contingent on
publication in an acceptable form of the material that the Project had
conducted until that point.

This pressure by the Foundation appears to have galvanized the direc-
tors of the Project into action. Lazarsfeld submitted a draft of Radio and
the Printed Word (1940b),12 which was then sent by Marshall to a
number of consultants for comments.13 Stanton sent Marshall an outline
of a book to be entitled Listener Research Techniques.14 Indicating some
impatience with its formulation, Marshall posed these questions to
Stanton: “Is this book or the project elsewhere to suggest not only the
ways of getting information but also the information it seems desirable
to get? . . . Has the project formulated any notion of what an educational
station needs to know about its audience?” (Marshall, 1939b). Cantril
requested a subsidy for the publication of his study of the Orson Welles
broadcast “The War of the Worlds,” which had originally been sup-
ported by a grant-in-aid from the General Education Board (Cantril,
1940). Marshall explained to Cantril that “ the interest which promoted
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this grant-in-aid . . . goes no further than having the study made and
available for general education” (Marshall, 1939d: July 25).

By the end of August 1939, Lazarsfeld was able to provide for the first
time a clear indication that the works in progress would be forthcoming
as publications.

The monograph [Lazarsfeld, 1940b] will appear jointly with Dr. Stanton’s text
on the measurement of radio audiences and Dr. Cantril’s text on the mass hys-
teria study [Cantril, 1940]. We feel that these three publications, together, will
give a very good start, and will enable the public to get a picture of what the
radio project of Princeton University is doing. (Lazarsfeld, 1939)

The flurry of activity by the directors over the summer apparently con-
vinced Marshall that the Project was finally on track. He noted the fol-
lowing to Herbert Brucker, who was in the process of preparing a report
on the Project:

It [the Princeton Project] has now been whipped into pretty good shape. But, as
that implies, some whipping was necessary. With some reason, the Directors 
of the Project had let their work range pretty widely—so widely in fact that it
seemed fairly clear that steps would have to be taken to pull the various leads
together. As a result, the terms of the grant made last spring were such as to
insist on the formulation of data already in hand. . . . that job is now progress-
ing to a satisfactory conclusion. But “complete satisfaction” would neglect an
earlier feeling that the Project had got a bit out of hand and was, as we put it
last spring, in danger of becoming the victim of its own success. Certainly an
enterprise of this kind needs firm administration, and I am not satisfied that this
particular enterprise has always had it. (Marshall, 1939c)

Marshall’s earlier lack of confidence in the administration of the
Project had led him to consult with Robert Lynd, professor of sociology
at Columbia University, who had been closely involved with the Project
since its inception. Lynd noted to Marshall:

I think what he needs is a stronger hand (you, a committee on?) holding him to
a defined program. I don’t believe he had a clear-cut set of definitions and of cri-
teria as to priority in undertaking the job. . . . the Foundation did not know what
it wanted but wanted a field of alternative possibilities opened up. This played
into Paul’s overwide field of interest and aided and abetted him in following his
curiosity rather than narrowing a program.
He is so darned able that there is no point in throwing out baby and bath. Every
researcher has an Achilles heel. His is his intellectual curiosity about everything
interesting. He can be channelled. . . . The need, therefore, is to use his great
strength but to see that his sailing orders are more explicit. (Lynd, quoted in
Morrison, 1978: 356)
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The Communications Group

The “sailing orders” materialized in the form of a series of seminars,
which began in September 1939 and continued until June 1940.15 The
purpose of the seminars was to channel Lazarsfeld’s research along more
systematic lines. Marshall recalled:

We felt that Lazarsfeld’s research for the first period was admirable, but that it
was scattered and unfocused. With Lazarsfeld’s agreement we therefore subjected
him to a day’s examination. We had a group of people and we sort of cross-
examined Lazarsfeld all that day, trying to get him to define some focus for his
work in the next period of his work. While we did get Lazarsfeld to agree to
certain foresight to what he would go on to do, the work was still in a concep-
tual muddle. There was no sharpness to it whatsoever. So we came to agree in
the spring of 1939 that we should hold this series of meetings at monthly inter-
vals throughout the coming academic year. (quoted in Morrison, 1978: 357)

The first meetings of the committee took place on September 20 and
23, 1939. Dubbed the “communications group,” it would subsequently
meet on a regular basis throughout the academic year. These meetings
led to the production of numerous memoranda, commentaries, and
working papers, culminating in two summary documents, “Research 
in Mass Communications” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940d) and
“Needed Research in Communications” (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940e).

Although the initial plan for the seminar was to embark on a theo-
retical discussion of mass communication, the “war situation” changed
its orientation. As Marshall stated, “it now seemed advisable that instead
it consider what research studies might be undertaken at once . . . studies
that would be of immediate significance and would furnish immediate
returns through current reporting of results” (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1939b: 1). After indicating the trends that would likely occur
during this period of “emergency psychology,” the members of the 
committee “made various suggestions for research which might be
undertaken at this time” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939b: 2). The
subsequent discussion addressed the issue of how informed public
opinion could be cultivated during the emergency, with particular refer-
ence to the role of communications in this process. It was felt that “the
committee should attempt to make the public more keenly aware of

308 William Buxton



trends resulting in America from the war situation, so that the people
would know what was going on and would not be swamped by these
trends but could cope with them, combat them, or adjust to them more
readily and intelligently” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939b: 1–2). In
order to address the issues raised by the committee’s concerns, it was
decided that documents would be prepared and would serve as the basis
for seminar discussions. The preparation of the documents, at least ini-
tially, was primarily the responsibility of two subcommittees, namely
research (consisting of Lasswell, Gorer, and Marshall) and government
(consisting of May and Slesinger). In addition, other members of the
seminar were to occasionally prepare reports on particular topics.

From the outset, it was evident that Harold Lasswell and John 
Marshall both played a particularly crucial role in the development of
the seminar. Both worked from a broad vision of how systematic research
in communications could have a practical bearing on the changing polit-
ical circumstances. Marshall acted as a guiding force, ensuring that the
group kept to its focus of defining the field of communications. To a large
extent his views coincided with those of Lasswell, who consistently spoke
in favor of “the creation of a body of social scientists and experienced
public characters which would construct probable outcomes of trends
and policies, then measure the flow of communications regarding them
in terms of standards of communication it would develop, with parti-
cular emphasis upon clear reporting” (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1939c: 2). Lasswell and Marshall undoubtedly bore most of the respon-
sibility for the production of the major document considered by the
seminar in its early meetings, judging by its orientation and emphasis.
The final section of the memorandum (pp. 53–55) discussed the “Role
of the Central Coordinating Agency,” maintaining that it would be nec-
essary to have a coordinating body to “stimulate concurrent researches,
to perform continuously approximate coordinations, and to provide a
channel for intercommunication and interstimulation between the sepa-
rate studies” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939c: 53).

Evidently both Marshall and Lasswell believed that the seminar itself
should serve as a coordinator of research. In response to the suggestion
of Bryson that it begin to map out the field of communications, Lasswell
suggested that “the seminar might discuss going and proposed research.”
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When Marshall pointed out that the seminar was to act as a coordinat-
ing agency for specific research projects, Lasswell stated that “it was 
this problem of coordination and integration that interested him espe-
cially. He suggested that the seminar might be able to effect such inte-
gration after it became a coordinating agency.” To this end, he “felt that
a secretariat for the seminar should be created, which would be useful
in coordinating activities and also in connection with preparation for the
meetings of the seminar.” Building on Lasswell’s suggestions, “Slesinger
moved that the seminar become a body to discuss going and prospective
research projects, with a view toward later developing a more general
theory of communications” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1939d: 6). This
view gained assent from the other seminar members.

From this point on, the texture of the seminar changed. A number of
sessions were given to the discussion of particular research projects and
working papers.16 The work of the communications group culminated
in a draft document framed by the communications formula. It was on
the basis of this schema that the field of communications was to develop.
The practical impulse of the communications group’s work is evident 
in the two memoranda they produced after the seminar’s completion
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940d, 1940e). To a large extent, they drew
on the earlier discussion as articulated in the draft memorandum pro-
duced for the June 1940 meeting.

The purpose of the communications group, according to the first of
these memoranda, was to “throw light upon the ways and means by
which, given the necessity for change, the public mind can most effec-
tively be helped to adapt itself in time to necessary change” (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1940d: 1). To this end, with its interest in “the relevance
of research to public policy,” the group was concerned with what Walter
Lippmann (and Noam Chomsky) would have considered to be “the 
manufacture of consent”:

Government which rests upon consent rests also upon knowledge of how best
to secure consent. Policies which there are no real grounds to question risk defeat
unless account is taken of public predisposition and of public need, unless the
interpretation of purpose and probable result is actively communicated. Research
in the field of mass communication is a new and sure weapon to achieve that
end. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940d: 2)
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It was in this sense that the “vast, existing resources of mass commu-
nication can influence profoundly the speed and success of adaptation in
the human mind” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940d: 4). To illustrate
how such ideals might be realized in practice, the memorandum dis-
cussed at length how communications research could intervene to deal
with the hypothetical case of how an address on a radio program 
“dealing with the dangers of subversive activities on the part of the
aliens” led to “outbreaks of feelings against alien groups” (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1940d: 8). The memorandum then went into some detail
about how the resources of communications research could be effectively
mobilized to address a problem of this kind (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940d: 8–17). It was concluded that “the critical situation of our fable
. . . rather than exaggerating, perhaps only puts into perspective the con-
sequences of mistaken use of mass communications and the help which
research can give in avoiding such mistaken use” (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1940d: 16). Indeed, the point of the fable was to “[make] clear
what the job of research in mass communications is . . . that job is to
learn what mass communications do in our society.” This involved
“getting evidence with which to answer four basic questions”:

What they do became a question of what effects do mass communications as 
a whole, or any single communication, have. What effects they have likewise
inescapably involved discovering to whom what was said. How these effects
occurred necessitated analysis of what was said. And that analysis . . . required
answers to a fourth and final question—who said it and with what intention. In
brief, then, the job of research in mass communications is to determine who, and
with what intention, said what, to whom, and with what effects. (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1940d: 17; emphasis added)

The second memorandum, which appeared in October 1940, was
much more sharply focused on the direct practical relevance of commu-
nication research to the affairs of state (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940e). As it had become increasingly evident that the “emergency
period” was going to be of long duration and that the United States could
very likely be drawn into the conflict, the communications group began
to reflect more seriously on how their initiative could gain public and
governmental support. It was on the basis of support of this kind that
their vision of an institutionalized agency coordinating communication
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could become a reality. These considerations likely account for the shift
away from technical and academic discourse toward a much more direct
and accessible form of expression. Originally, the group had planned to
assemble several documents from the seminar and circulate them to 
a wider audience. However, “the problems of national defense have
become so urgent that it was agreed that a briefer statement would 
be of interest.” Nevertheless, the group pointed out that the “general
remarks” of the memorandum “are fortified at all points by the more
technical material that was considered by the conferees” (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1940e: 1).

The opening paragraph of the document made its intent clear:

Facts, not now available, are urgently needed to provide a basis for more effec-
tive communication. Second, that the means of getting the needed facts are ready
at hand. Third, that getting them must be closely geared to making communi-
cation more effective. It recommends that the work of getting them be begun at
once. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 1)

The communication in question was that which took place between
the government and the people. It was through new forms of research,
the group stated repeatedly, that communication between government
and the people could be developed as a genuine two-way process. At face
value, the memorandum appears to advocate a dialogical model of com-
munication, as based on new research initiatives and findings. However,
when it is examined more closely, a much different conception of the
relation between government and the public seems to have formed the
basis for the group’s proposals for the development of the field of com-
munications. The memorandum took its point of departure from the
“wider and wider responsibility for the welfare of the people” that events
imposed on “our central government” (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940e: 3). This involved the making of decisions “with a maximum of
speed.” These decisions, in turn, were communicated to the people along
with proposals and explanations. In response, “from the people comes
an answering stream of counter-proposal, explanation, and consent.”
The government then takes these into account “in final decision and
administration.” However, the memorandum stresses, “if this two-way
process of communication does not function, democracy is endangered”
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 3).
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As the group appeared to suggest, the course of recent events had
caused strains in this process of communication, thereby imperiling
democracy. It noted that “the pace of governmental decision in this
country, particularly in foreign affairs and national defense, is outstrip-
ping that of explanation.” This meant not only that “adequate expla-
nation” did not reach the people affected by the decisions,” but that “the
gap between the government and the people is widening.” Hence, there
was a need to create more effective ways of communicating. The gov-
ernment required better ways of explaining its decisions and proposals
to the people, and the people needed “better ways of explaining to the
government how they feel themselves affected by its proposals or deci-
sions” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 4).

It was the group’s contention that research was essential if this “two-
way process” of communication was to be restored:

[F]irst, to supply facts needed to make explanation both prompt and adequate;
and, second, to bring back from the people an equally prompt and adequate
response. With such research, the present gap between the government and the
people can be closed. The government can then exercise its wider responsibility
without risking loss of confidence and impaired morale. The people then can
sanction changes in their lives with the assurance that their government has taken
their responses into account. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 5)

According to the group, democracy depended on a two-way process
of this kind. For if explanation by the government was to be effective,
it “needed to get behind the opinions of the moment, and enable the
people intelligently to consent or dissent” (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940e: 8). However, the democratic process “has been endangered in
times of increased tension more by ignorance than by intention. Those
responsible have lacked the knowledge that they needed to make democ-
racy strong enough to meet new stress and strain. One means to
strengthen it lies in such research as it is here described which gives them
a factual basis for distinguishing between consent or dissent of the
moment, and genuine agreement or justified objection” (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1940e: 15–16).

In this sense, “the widening gap between the government and the
people will close only when that flow removes the feeling of being 
governed by remote control, and substitutes a feeling of belonging to
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something that is worth belonging to.” Research, then, “can ensure the
flow of communication that is vital to the democratic process.” This
gives it “an urgency which seems to justify any risk or possible misuse”
(Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 15).

Even as the memorandum concentrated on the domestic aspects of
communication, it was already looking ahead to the role that commu-
nications could play if the United States were to enter the fray.

If . . . events force this country into a belligerent part in world politics, commu-
nications will have still other tasks, particularly that of conveying to the enemy
countries information calculated to be effective in the winning of the war. Again,
research will be essential, both for the process of communicating effectively with
the people of the enemy countries, and for gauging their response. (Rockefeller
Archive Center, 1940e: 16)

The memorandum concluded by examining how an initiative of 
communications research of this kind could be institutionalized. It
stressed that “research can make its contributions promptly enough 
to be of practical use, if [it] is properly organized and coordinated. The
next step is to mobilize existing facilities and personnel so that they may
be ready and available.” This would involve the following course of
action:

The need is first, to mobilize research workers already competent to apply known
and tested methods of research, and to recruit and train others who are quali-
fied for training; second, to put into usable form the facts which earlier research
has already made available; and third, to agree on assignment of responsibility
for further research, in ways that assure the coordination of inquiry and con-
tinual pooling of results. (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 18)

As the memorandum stressed, work in communications justified plan-
ning in terms of these three steps. As it indicated through a concise inven-
tory, considerable work was being done in various research centers.17 It
was emphasized that those who wrote the memorandum were prepared
“at once to take these first two steps, if they are able to secure the help
they need—cooperation from those concerned, and funds to meet the
costs” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940e: 20).

In the view of the group, the research in question “can probably best
be undertaken within the government.” Nevertheless, research would
take place outside the government as well. What was needed was the
“definite assignment of responsibility.” This called for the formation of
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a central authority or agency charged with organizing and monitoring
research initiatives in communications.

The ideal organization and coordination would be through some central agency,
perhaps an institute of research in communication, within the government or
outside it, similar to the national institutes for research in economics, which
would, in assigning responsibility, ensure the comparability of findings, and their
pooling in some central formulation and reporting. (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940e: 21)

This suggested a “central institute or council for research, with local
or regional offices across the country, so placed as to have ready access
to representative samples of the population” (Rockefeller Archive Center,
1940e: 22). In conclusion, the signers of the memorandum appealed to
its readers “to consider in severely practical terms what organization of
the research it outlines will be most advantageous.” They emphasized
that they and other communications researchers would be “quick to do
what they know they can, when others who recognize the need for their
contribution are ready to help in making it of use” (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1940e: 22).

Toward Communication Intelligence

Of those who signed the memorandum, it was Lasswell and Marshall
who took the initiative in seeking support for the development of an
agency responsible for coordinating research in communications. They
met on October 2, 1940, to discuss the next steps that could be taken.
It was decided that Lasswell and Cantril would organize a conference 
on research in communications “based probably on the memorandum
in communications” that had been produced by the seminar of the 
previous year. The purpose of the conference followed closely from the
proposals developed in the final two memoranda. A list of people 
qualified to direct communications research would be compiled. A 
plan for putting the “available knowledge of communications” in a 
form that would be “useable for present purposes” was to be developed.
Finally, an effort would be made to reach agreement on “how responsi-
bility for various phases of research can be assigned.” Marshall told 
Lasswell that the Rockefeller Foundation would be able to support 
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the meeting through its conference funds (Marshall, 1940b: October 
2).

The Conference on Communication Research took place on January
18, 1941, at the Princeton Club. It brought together “specialists in com-
munication research”18 with “representatives of various government
agencies with a present or potential interest in the results of such
research.”19 After providing an overview of the various types of research
in communication, Lasswell claimed that its results might be called
“communication intelligence,” analogous to “military intelligence.” A
number of the communications specialists then summed up their ongoing
research and indicated the procedures that were used.

The representatives of government agencies made it clear that they
were in need of the findings that communications researchers could offer.
James McCamy noted that he had been “soaking up” the data reported
because it was precisely what “he and his associates sorely needed.” He
added that there was almost a “ ‘dangerous lack of facts’ of this kind
which are needed as a basis for policy formation.” Saul Padower sup-
ported McCamy’s remarks, stating that “with no means of predicting
public response, decisions have to be made by guess and b’gorry.” James
Allen discussed the resistance in Washington by executive agencies to
studies of public opinion. Luther Evans remarked that the Library of
Congress had sought to make members of Congress aware of their in-
adequate information on the state of public opinion. Kenneth Kane
described how the Department of Justice had begun to study current
communication in order to determine when foreign government agents
had not been registered with the State Department (Marshall, 1941:
January 18).

Overall, it was felt that there was a need to “find some way of making
available to government agencies findings arrived at by agencies outside
the government.” Evans reported that the Library of Congress had begun
to move more in this direction with an expanded information service. 
It was also considering how it could help to pool research findings. 
Marshall raised the issue of the need to avoid duplication in research be-
tween the government and external agencies, but he was not able to get
a clear answer from the government officials who were present. During
informal exchanges following the conference, “more was said about the
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desirability for organizing and coordinating communication research and
for pooling findings in a way that would make them promptly available.
One possibility was that a government committee be set up which would
operate much as do the other research committees of the National
Defense Council” (Marshall, 1941: January 18). A few days later, Lass-
well told Marshall that the government representatives at the conference
all believed there was a need for “the development of research under
government auspices” and that the duplication of effort would be
avoided as a result of the conference (Marshall, 1941: January 20).

A valuable outcome of the conference, Marshall noted in his diary,
was that it had given him access to numerous people working in gov-
ernment agencies who believed that research in communications was
needed. In a visit to Washington to attend a conference on “Morale and
Communication Research” on January 29, 1941, he met with some of
these officials again. In talks with the Federal Communications Com-
mission and the Department of Justice, particularly, he explained the
kind of communications research that the Foundation would consider
supporting, and he “expressed his hope that his contacts in these agen-
cies would help him in avoiding any duplication with government activ-
ities.” He also discussed the possibility that an agency coordinating
research could be established. There was some agreement that this func-
tion might best be served by the Library of Congress, possibly through
Lasswell’s newly created office there (Marshall, 1941: January 29).

Over the next months, strategies for cooperation between govern-
ment agencies began to take shape. Both the Neutrality Bureau of the
Department of Justice and the Federal Communications Commission had
made plans for the study of wartime communications. These provided
for “advisors, drawn from private research,” who would not only take
part in governmental research but “relate to it the findings of non-
governmental investigation.” Marshall noted:

Eventually these advisors might become an advisory committee which among
other things would assure the articulation and full exploitation of the findings
of the two agencies—the Department of Justice dealing with print and film, 
and the FCC with radio. It was further agreed that the RF could serve a useful
function by enabling qualified alien investigators . . . who cannot be directly
employed by the government, to continue in related research. Finally, it was
pointed out that the government is not yet able to undertake studies of the effects
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of communications analyzed, and that accordingly, the Foundation might well
wish to consider support for such work to complement what the government can
do. (Marshall, 1941: March 20)

This complementary function accurately describes the role that the
Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation had came to assume,
largely through the initiatives of John Marshall, in relation to the link-
age between communications research and the policy process. Initially,
through its support and sponsorship of radio research, it sought to
address a critical policy issue arising from the 1934 Communications
Act, namely the reconciliation of educational and commercial broad-
casting (see Buxton, 1993b). When this problem was no longer a matter
of concern, it turned its attention more generally toward helping build
the foundations for research in mass communications, largely through
the vehicle of the Princeton Radio Research Project. This initiative, in
turn, provided the basis for addressing the broader question of how
research could help facilitate better communications between policy-
makers and the public. To this end, it was instrumental in the consoli-
dation of a “communications group” sharing a common concern to
generate research of practical relevance to building public consent to new
lines of policy made necessary by the “emergency period.” This was
carried out not only through the provision of financial support and orga-
nizational resources but also through sustained and focused intellectual
guidance.

Once the network of communications specialists had been consoli-
dated, the Rockefeller Foundation turned its attention to the problem of
how the equivalent of this body—taking the form of a coordinator of
communications—could be institutionalized. In the same way that it had
earlier brought educators together with commercial broadcasters, it now
sought to bring together communication researchers and members of 
the policy community. At the same time, it continued to support projects
directed toward “process research,” with a view to generating more ef-
fective communication intelligence. At all stages of the process, the
guiding direction of John Marshall was in evidence. In this sense, 
Marshall’s chart provides us with a much richer and more compelling
understanding of the origins of communications studies than does 
Lasswell’s better-known formula.
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Notes

Editor’s note: An extensive bibliography is included with this piece as a useful
addition to the chapter’s content.

1. Lazarsfeld had used the phrase “who listens to what, why, and with what
effect” the previous year in describing the tasks of radio research. He claims to
have come across it in an unspecified document (Lazarsfeld 1938a: 1).

2. He was referring to film, radio, and print.

3. This may have been the first time that the term “mass communication” was
used in an analytical way.

4. This initiative was intended to diffuse the tension between educational broad-
casters and commercial broadcasters in the aftermath of the Communications
Act of 1934. Prior to the passage of the Act, educators and supporters of non-
commercial broadcasting had lobbied to have a fixed portion of the airwaves
reserved for educational broadcasting. However, their efforts failed; the 1934 Act
supported the principle that broadcasting was to be primarily privately owned
and commercial in nature.

5. The three broadcasters chosen were Frederic Willis, assistant to the president,
Columbia Broadcasting System; James Baldwin, executive director of the
National Association of Broadcasters; and John Royal, vice-president in charge
of operations, National Broadcasting System. The three educators were W. W.
Charters of Ohio State University; Levering Tyson of Columbia University; and
Hadley Cantril.

6. Indeed, Lazarsfeld had little interest in mass communications per se; he appar-
ently saw the Princeton Radio Research Project as a useful vehicle for develop-
ing new forms of methodology. As he informed David Morrison in an interview,
“Look, you have to understand that I had no interest whatsoever in mass com-
munications. I mean everything in a way is interesting to a methodologist, but I
certainly didn’t find that in the beginning an important topic at all. It was exclu-
sively that it was rather a spectacular job” (Lazarsfeld, quoted in Morrison,
1978: 349).

7. This group included “The Panel as a Tool in Listener Research,” “Statistical
Methods as Applied to Radio Research,” “Handbook of Listener Research,” and
“Measurement Techniques” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1938b: 2).
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8. These included “The Art of Asking Why,” “Radio Commentators,” “Music
on the Air,” and “Radio and Reading” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1938b: 2).

9. The publishers were Henry Holt and Company, McGraw-Hill publishing
Company, and John Wiley and Sons.

10. The members of the committee were Irvin Stewart, Douglas Waples, 
Davidson Taylor, Harold Lasswell, R. L. La Piere, Lyman Bryson, Gilbert Seldes,
James Angell, and Robert Lynd.

11. Yet in a review of Rockefeller involvement in radio written shortly after the
Princeton Project was approved, Marshall included the Project as one of those
that was involved in “educational and public service.” He noted that the “anti-
cipated outcomes” of projects of this kind included the “development of research
procedures that will set new standards in evaluating broadcasting’s educational
and cultural contributions” and “the development of a more explicit apprecia-
tion of broadcasting’s opportunities and responsibilities for education and public
service on the part of the industry and nonprofit agencies concerned with broad-
casting” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1937c: 3).

12. That the prodding of the Rockefeller Foundation precipitated the writing of
the book is evident in Lazarsfeld’s foreword to it:

A series of investigations covering a rather wide range of problems was under-
taken [by the Office of Radio Research]. One group of studies which seemed of
obvious importance related radio to other media of communication such as news-
papers and books. In June, 1939, when the first general progress report was due,
these studies formed a natural unit for summary. The volume on “Radio and the
Printed Page” in its present form grew out of discussion of this first report.
(Lazarsfeld, 1940b: vii)

13. D. S. Freeman, editor of the Richmond News Leader, gave the work mixed
reviews. Although he was pleased with the research it showed and the inclusion
of material based on George Gallup’s figures, he found the text “infernally
verbose” (Freeman, 1939). Marshall agreed with Freeman that the manuscript
was “verbose in the extreme,” and he added that this problem needed to be 
remedied, “if the monograph is to get any adequate publication.” A. G. Crane,
president of the University of Wyoming, evidently found it to be a “valuable 
job” (Marshall, 1939d).

14. I could find no record of this book’s publication.

15. The regular seminar participants were Charles Siepmann, Lyman Bryson,
Lloyd Free, Geoffrey Gorer, Harold Lasswell, Robert Lynd, Donald Slesinger,
Douglas Waples, Paul Lazarsfeld, and John Marshall. In addition, R. J. 
Havighurst, Stacy May, I. A. Richards, and David H. Stevens took part in the
discussions (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940d).

16. These included the Cantril, Doob-Zinn-Child, Lazarsfeld, and Lasswell-
Gorer research proposals for studies of public opinion (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1939e), Douglas Waples’s project on reading (Waples, 1940), I. A.
Richards’s memorandum on content (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940b), the
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studies of Slesinger and Gorer “on the movies as a medium of mass communi-
cation” (Rockefeller Archive Center, 1940c), and, finally, the “lists of social
changes” that Lynd and Bryson believed to be desirable (Rockefeller Archive
Center, 1940c: 6; see also Lynd, 1940).

17. Many of these were under the umbrella of Rockefeller-sponsored projects.
These included the annotated bibliography written in 1935 for the Social Science
Research Council (Lasswell, Smith, and Casey, 1935); the development of polling
under Gallup and the Institute of Public Opinion; the Fortune poll under Elmo
Wilson; the Public Opinion Quarterly; the work of the Graduate Library School
at Chicago and the Columbia University Office of Radio Research; the Public
Opinion Research Project at Princeton; and the Princeton Listening Center.

18. A number of the researchers (Lasswell, Cantril, Bryson, Lazarsfeld, Slesinger,
Waples, and Harwood Childs of Princeton) who came to the conference had
taken part in the seminar of the previous year. The others who took part were
Weinberg (Professor of History at Johns Hopkins), Pendleton Herring (Depart-
ment of Government, Harvard), and Ralph Casey (University of Minnesota
School of Journalism).

19. The government representatives present were James McCamy (assistant to
the secretary of agriculture), Saul K. Padower (assistant to the secretary of the
interior), James Allen (assistant to the attorney general), Kenneth Kane (director
of the Neutrality Bureau of the Department of Justice), David Lloyd (Federal
Communications Commission), Lieutenant-Commander Galvin of the Navy
Department, and Luther Evans (assistant general administrator of the Library of
Congress).
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14
A Novel Conference: The Origins of TPRC

Bruce M. Owen
1998

The twenty-fifth annual Telecommunications Policy Research Con-
ference (TPRC) provides an opportunity to reflect on the origins and
achievements of TPRC. An objective of TPRC has been to provide not
merely a forum for communication policy researchers to exchange ideas,
but also a channel for policy-relevant research to reach regulators and
other government officials, and for the latter to convey their research
needs to academics. Therefore, any discussion of the history of TPRC
should be placed in the context of evolving government policy.

TPRC arose, not coincidentally, at the beginning of an extraordinary
period in the history of telecommunications policy and regulation. Before
the early 1970s, for example, it was unlawful for anyone but AT&T to
offer public long distance service; there was no domestic satellite indus-
try; it was unlawful for cable systems to import any but a limited number
of distant signals; it was unlawful for any broadcaster or cable operator
to offer pay-TV service consisting of entertainment series, sports events
that had been on TV in the last four years, or movies less than two or
more than four years old; and it was unlawful for customers to attach a
“foreign”—i.e., any—device to the telephone network. More generally,
it was the mainstream view that the telephone business was and ought
to be a regulated monopoly, and that broadcasters were and ought to be
protected from excessive competition in order to promote their ability
to offer public service and especially local programming.

Further, and even more generally, the 1970s was a unique period in
American economic history: one in which the validity of the notion of
natural monopoly and the virtues of regulation came into question.
During these years academic skepticism or even cynicism about 



regulation, emanating especially from the Chicago School, spilled over
into public debate. The result was not just communication policy reform
but intercity bus, airline, trucking and railroad deregulation, the begin-
nings of related reforms in the securities and financial services industries,
and other deregulation initiatives. A dramatic change illustrative of the
growing currency of economics took place at the Department of Justice
Antitrust Division, which today employs four or five dozen Ph.D. 
economists. Before 1974 the Antitrust Division had no permanent staff
of such economists. Similar changes occurred at the FTC. Many other
countries have followed the U.S. intellectual lead in these matters, in
some cases showing greater courage in implementing regulatory reform. 

TPRC arose also during a period of extraordinary growth and change
in telecommunications technology. Remote terminals of mainframe com-
puters, geosynchronous satellites, fiber optic transmission lines, elec-
tronic switches, digital transmission and compression, the Internet, and
many other advances created pressures for regulatory reform and facili-
tated reform.

TPRC Beginnings

The institution of TPRC was neither the beginning of academic 
interest in communications policy nor the first time academics—lawyers,
political scientists, engineers, and economists—had a direct impact on
communications policy. Modern academic interest in communication
policy can be traced to Ronald Coase’s (1959, 1962) famous property
rights papers on spectrum allocation, and to such theoretical work on
utility regulation as the well-known Averch and Johnson (1962) paper.

Those unfamiliar with the field will wonder what is meant by “com-
munication” or “telecommunication” in the present context. What is
meant, roughly, is those activities historically subject to the jurisdiction
of the Federal Communications Commission. This usage is curious, since
telephone regulation has much more in common with electricity or
natural gas regulation than with broadcasting. If industry research were
focused on firms with basic similarities in their products and technolo-
gies, we would have separate conferences on mass media and on public
utilities. That the same research community, and even the same 
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individual researchers, focused on the legal jurisdiction rather than the
more natural economic classifications illustrates the important influences
that government has on policy research.

While important and relevant research existed, the government
appeared to remain ignorant of it until the late 1960s, when Lyndon
Johnson convened the President’s Task Force on Telecommunications
Policy, headed by undersecretary of state Eugene V. Rostow (President’s
Task Force, 1968). The Task Force was established in part to hold back
a rising sea of political pressure that had begun to lap at the White House
gates. The pressure arose from the desire of potential entrants to arbi-
trage the growing gap between prices and costs or between actual and
best-practice technologies, and from those incumbents who relied on
government to protect economic rents. These pressures were manifest
chiefly in controversies involving long distance telephone service, 
domestic communication satellites, and the import of distant TV signals
by cable systems.

Rostow assembled a talented staff. For example, Richard A. Posner
was seconded from the Justice Department and Walter Hinchman from
Commerce. Leland L. Johnson came from RAND. More than thirty 
academic consultants were retained, including William J. Baumol,
William F. Baxter, William Capron, William K. Jones, Charles J. Meyers,
Monroe E. Price, and Lester D. Taylor. Government agencies sent 
representatives, such as Roger G. Noll from the Council of Economic
Advisors. The Task Force, its consultants, and its research contractors,
well aware of relevant academic research, produced a report that was
cautiously progressive, suggesting for example an “open skies” policy
for domestic communication satellites, and a greater role for competi-
tion in telephony. The staff and contractors also produced several inno-
vative papers on marketable spectrum rights. Finally, the Task Force
recommended establishment of an executive branch agency to formulate
and coordinate telecommunication policy. More important than the spe-
cific recommendations, however, the Task Force implicitly validated the
notion that there was such a thing as “telecommunications policy,” that
it was susceptible to analytical policy research and analysis, and that
there existed a newly self-aware community of scholars interested in such
research.
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Establishment of the Office of Telecommunications Policy

When President Johnson did not run for reelection, his Task Force lost
its constituency. Politics notwithstanding, however, the incoming Nixon
administration picked up on and sought to implement many of the Task
Force recommendations. Clay T. (Tom) Whitehead, a Special Assistant
to the President assigned to communication matters, perhaps because he
had a Ph.D. from MIT (in political science), pushed to implement both
the satellite open skies policy and the establishment of an executive
branch policy agency. The resulting Office of Telecommunication Policy
(OTP) was created by Executive Order as part of the Executive Office
of the President in 1970. Tom Whitehead became the first director of the
agency, reporting at least in theory directly to the President. 

OTP inherited the frequency management and emergency prepared-
ness roles formerly exercised by the defunct Office of Telecommunica-
tions Management (OTM), along with many of OTM’s staff. Whitehead
added only a small number of new professional staff. Among them were
general counsel (now Justice) Antonin Scalia, and legislative and press
relations officer Brian Lamb (later to found C-SPAN). I was the first
economist at OTP, initially as a Brookings Economic Policy Fellow, and
later as chief economist. Other early OTP economists included Stanley
M. Besen, Ronald Braeutigam and Gary Bowman. 

OTP tended to see itself, not indefensibly, as a beacon of reason adjoin-
ing an ocean of bureaucratic backwardness. Lacking significant political
power (President Nixon and his senior staff did not accord much priority
to telecommunications policy even before Watergate), line authority or
political experience, Whitehead was reduced chiefly to issuing position
papers, making speeches, and writing policy letters to the FCC chairman,
which were mostly ignored. This was of course frustrating to those of us
aware of the enormous gap between the implications of academic research
and the actual state of communications policy in the United States.

The 1972 Conference

Several influences led to the convening of the first telecommunications
policy research conference. First, it seemed that exposing other policy-
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makers to academic ideas might eventually make them more susceptible
to OTP’s positions. Second, OTP had a research budget to spend, and a
conference appeared to be a sensible use of research funds. Earlier expen-
ditures had sometimes produced embarrassing results, such as studies
whose conclusions were at odds with OTP’s positions. Third, since 
academic research appeared to be the major positive factor on OTP’s
side of most issues, OTP wanted to promote more of it. Giving acade-
mics a live audience of policy-makers seemed likely to stimulate interest
among policy scientists and their students. 

Finally, to those of us with academic backgrounds the Washington
telecommunications policy community in the early 1970s was a lonely
and inhospitable place. It is not an overstatement to say that ideas like
“selling the spectrum” or “breaking up the telephone company,” or even
allowing competition with it, were treated with derision and contempt
by responsible officials at all levels. A policy research conference would
be good for morale—a booster shot for the OTP staff and the few
“enlightened” analysts in other agencies.

The first telecommunications policy research conference was held on
November 17–18, 1972 in the New Executive Office Building. The 
audience consisted of federal government employees from OTP, the FCC,
and the Departments of Justice, Commerce, and Defense, among others.
Papers were presented and discussed by fifteen academics (thirteen 
economists and two lawyers). Among the most luminous academics 
were Ronald Coase and William Baumol. [. . .] The research papers were
published by OTP (Owen, 1972).

The topics discussed at the first conference are for the most part still
on the policy agenda. There were, for example, papers on cross sub-
sidization, financing public broadcasting, spectrum markets, and cable
television regulation. There were also papers on subjects that have not
been much addressed in subsequent conferences, such as democracy in
the newsroom, and one paper analyzing the effect of policy research on
FCC decision-making. The first conference was regarded as a success by
most of the participants, and there developed a consensus that it would
be useful to have an annual conference.
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An Annual Event

Although I conceived and organized the 1972 OTP conference, arguably
the true beginning of TPRC was at Airlie House on April 16–19, 1974.
(The program of the 1974 conference appears as an Appendix in Owen,
1976.) Although OTP provided partial funding, this was the first inde-
pendently organized meeting. The 1974 conference was organized by a
group of academics (Donald A. Dunn, Stanley M. Besen, Gerald 
Faulhaber, Leland Johnson, and Ithiel de Sola Pool). 

In later years funding came from government agencies such as OTP,
the Federal Communications Commission, the National Telecommuni-
cations and Information Administration, and the National Science 
Foundation, as well as from private foundations and programs that
either sponsored TPRC directly or funded research that was presented
at TPRC. These institutions included the Markle Foundation, the 
Kettering Foundation, the Sloan Foundation, the Ford Foundation, and
the Aspen Institute.

It was the practice of organizing committees in the early years to
appoint their successors, with little or no overlap from year to year. Also,
it was usual for the organizing committee to include representatives from
those few organizations with concentrations of telecommunications
policy researchers, such as the RAND Corporation, Bell Labs, and 
Stanford University. Each organizing committee had to manage funding
as well as the program and other administrative arrangements. Because
the conference had no permanent home for purposes of funding and
administrative services there were frequent difficulties. By the early 1980s
many established participants felt that TPRC had drifted away from its
original character and goals. Accordingly, in 1985, the conference was
reorganized in such a way as to separate program responsibility from
fund raising and administrative concerns. Administrative matters were
undertaken by a Board of Directors, whose self-perpetuating members
have overlapping terms. The Board also has the duty to appoint the
annual organizing committee, which has responsibility for the program
and local arrangements. Since 1989 Economists Incorporated has pro-
vided administrative services to TPRC at cost; in practice this work has
been organized by Dawn Higgins. 
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TPRC is, if not unique, certainly unusual in being a long-running event
with no singly individual or organization continuing in charge. Confer-
ences like TPRC are more typically organized by learned societies. TPRC
has been fortunate in having attracted such a long string of interested
and capable organizing committee members. Continuing interest is no
doubt also stimulated by the cataclysmic events that have shaken the
communication industries since the early 1970s.

TPRC is unique in another respect: the participation of industry
researchers. From the beginning, researchers from organizations such as
Bell Labs have been an integral part of TPRC. Nevertheless, in the early
years there was much debate, which continues, about the participation
of industry “lobbyists.”

Influence of TPRC

It is difficult to say what influences TPRC has had on the development
on government policy and on academic policy research because we lack
a “control” world with no TPRC. Some of what we are inclined to
attribute to TPRC may be due simply to the technological changes that
led to revisions in telecommunications industry structure and regulation.
But in celebrating TPRC’s twenty-fifth anniversary, perhaps we should
not demand too much analytical rigor on this point.

One obvious and demonstrable change on the input side is the growth
in the number of economists and other professionals with similar train-
ing now employed by the FCC and other agencies responsible for
telecommunication. In 1970 the FCC had no more than three or four
Ph.D. economists; today there are many dozen, and an even greater
number employed by regulated firms and consulting firms. Any given
bureau of the FCC today is likely to employ more economists 
specialized in communications than there were in the nation in 1970.
Further, FCC lawyers and other staffers who are not economists have
adopted much of the language and many of the precepts of economics.

On the output side, changes have been revolutionary. No important
FCC policy statement issues these days without explicit attention to its
economic welfare effects. It is true that similar strides have been made
in other areas. One is struck, for example, that at the 1977 Tokyo summit
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meetings on the environment, one of the United States’ principal goals
was the establishment of tradable emission right. Nevertheless, commu-
nications was undoubtedly the first of the major regulatory fields to be
thus reformed, and has progressed the most. TPRC facilitated this in two
ways. First, by increasing academic interests in the field, it increased the
supply of interested graduate students and relevant dissertations. Second,
the private and government lawyers who have always been central par-
ticipants in the policy process heard at TPRC a whole new set of argu-
ments and principles that transcended the usual motifs of legal argument.
Lawyers are always competing to win arguments, and TPRC supplied
them with new and more effective ammunition. Further, many academic
lawyers became interested in communications policy research, often as
part of interdisciplinary teams.

A cynic might say that a great portion of what has changed is that the
same old vested interests now feel compelled to make their public inter-
est arguments in terms acceptable to scholars, without necessarily leading
to any change in outcomes. But such cynicism cannot explain how the
pre-existing industry structure was transformed into entirely new
“vested” economic interests, such as IXCs, RBOCs, CLECs, DOMSATs,
and PCS licensees. Under the old regime these would all have been
departments of AT&T, or would not have existed at all. 

TPRC’s unique contribution, in the end, was the creation of what Stan
Besen calls an “invisible college” or virtual community of communica-
tion researchers scattered at different institutions and agencies. However
characterized, TPRC promoted both academic collaboration and the
delivery of relevant policy analysis to government agencies, phenomena
previously unknown in the communication world.

Editor’s note: The entire first conference program and a list of members
of the TPRC organizing committee for the first ten years were appended
to this chapter when it was originally published.
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15
Communication Research on Children and
Public Policy

Ellen Wartella
1993

In this chapter I wish to make one argument: Both the historical record
and current events demonstrate that communication research and schol-
arship can make a difference in children’s media, but that they usually
do not. For this situation to change requires no less than a redirection
of research and scholarship and a fundamental change in how we envi-
sion them, requiring us to put aside our “paradigm debates” and focus
instead on the public nature of our enterprise.

To advance this argument, I would like to treat briefly several current
issues in children’s media and to survey the history of the interplay
between communication research and children’s media policy and public
debate. Consider these three issues: the Children’s Television Act of 1990;
the case of Whittle Communication’s Channel One daily in-school news
program; and the 1992 battle over funding for public television.

The passage of the Children’s Television Act in 1990 was a milestone:
It was the first federal law regarding children and television to gain con-
gressional approval and presidential acquiescence in the history of tele-
vision; indeed it was the first federal law regarding children and media
in this century. While some critics of children’s television feel it has little
power actually to change the problems of children’s television, it does
establish a precedent for treating children as a unique audience with
special needs who therefore deserve special services. Among its provi-
sions, this law now requires that broadcasters must serve the “educa-
tional and information needs of children through programming” and
that they may be held accountable for their actions with regard to chil-
dren when they come up for license review every five years; it limits the
amount of advertising time during children’s programs to 10.5 minutes



per hour on weekends and 12 minutes per hour on weekdays; and it
establishes a National Endowment for Children’s Educational Television,
through which new programming ventures can be funded.

Since passage of the 1990 act, there has been movement on the various
proposals within it: local broadcasters seem to be interested in child audi-
ences (for example, the National Association of Broadcasters [NAB] has
held at least one national conference on children’s television); and TV
Guide now regularly identifies programming for children that parents
might want to know about. Advertising time standards are now in place,
although the extent to which they are being enforced is still at issue. The
National Endowment for Children’s Educational Television has been
established as of October 1991, and the first board meeting of the
endowment was held in September 1992.

In spring 1989, Whittle Communications began broadcasting its 
ten-minute news show, “Channel One,” to school districts across the
nation and providing those districts with the hardware—a satellite dish,
VCRs and television monitors—to show the program to all students 
in a school. Now in over 8,000 districts, “Channel One” is an attempt
to combat the deficiencies of American high school students’ cultural 
literacy—their knowledge of current events, political issues, geography
and so forth—with a daily student-oriented news program aired in
school. The controversy focuses on the two minutes of advertisements
for things like jeans, candy bars and Coke that are inserted in each
program and that help make the service profitable for Whittle. However,
recent research commissioned by Whittle (Johnstone and Brzezinski,
1992) suggests that relatively little learning about the news is actually
going on. Nonetheless, this past spring, Chris Whittle announced 
his plans for the Edison Project, a national network of private schools
that will exploit communications technologies such as television 
and computers to provide exceptional education for school-aged 
children.

During April and May 1992, conservatives in Congress (and in the
public arena) debated a Senate appropriations bill to fund public televi-
sion. Although funding did pass, the political opposition to the Public
Broadcasting Service (PBS) left its future in question and raised new
charges against the idea of public stewardship of television. Reiterating
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the arguments made in the early 1980s regarding the need to deregulate
broadcasting, conservative critics of the “liberal tilt” of PBS argued that
a federally funded public broadcasting system is no longer necessary or
“even worthwhile because cable networks have arisen that offer the same
kinds of programs” (New York Times, April 1992). Even the highly
acclaimed “Sesame Street,” one of the few preschool programs available
on over-the-air broadcast television, was criticized: the Heritage Foun-
dation’s Bradley Resident Scholar, Laurence Jarvik, was quoted in the
Times as saying “ ‘Sesame Street’ is just another kids’ show. No better
than ‘Underdog’ or ‘The Flintstones.’ What did the taxpayers get for their
investment in ‘Sesame Street’? A generation of kids who spray graffiti on
the walls of New York City. If ‘Sesame Street’ was so effective, why do
we have such a literacy problem?” He went on to argue (falsely) that the
Children’s Television Workshop (CTW) should not be taking public
money for “Sesame Street” when it makes millions of dollars through its
licensing agreements. (The fact is that CTW is well off, with an existing
endowment of more than $50 million; however, CTW has not taken any
money from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting since 1982, and
funds “Sesame Street” with its own money, amounting to more than $90
million in the past ten years.)

These are but a few of the current public issues that cry out for rea-
soned discussion and informed communication scholarship. Yet too often
communication research is not mentioned in the discussion, is irrelevant,
or uninformative or all three.

These public issues underscore the intense public interest in, attention
to and concern about the role of communication in modern life. The
issues focus on the effects of television on viewers, and in particular, on
children viewers. This chapter will examine the question: How has com-
munication research on children and media informed these discussions
or influenced policy-making? By communication research I mean a very
wide range of research study, including policy research, historical study,
traditional audience effects research and interpretive analyses of various
media products.

These are questions about the ability of communication researchers
and our research to have a visible public face in the current controver-
sies about the communications media.
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As James Carey (1989) has noted, communication and the various
types of cultural expression are a site for “social conflict over the real”
(p. 87). And so in one sense many of these debates might be regarded 
as skirmishes in the larger political battles of the conservative right to
control the political and cultural agenda of this country; they need to be
responded to nonetheless in ways that have both moral power and per-
suasive appeal. In this sense, the ability of communication researchers to
mount appealing arguments in the public arena of debates about media
is certainly one way of assessing the state of our discipline beyond the
paradigm debates of the past decade.

As I have argued elsewhere (Wartella and Reeves, 1985), the public
controversies about the effects of media on children, and in particular
the ability of the major mass media of film, radio and television to
provide for the educational benefits of children, have been part of the
recurring controversies about children and media throughout this
century. Scrutiny of the vast literature on children and media in the
United States through the century demonstrates that it has been the
public agenda of concern about media effects on youth that in turn has
set the research agenda for communication scholars and others who have
heavily studied the role of media in children’s lives and how children
learn and are influenced by media portrayals (Wartella and Reeves,
1985). I believe that by reexamining the current public controversies
about children and television—by examining the influence of communi-
cation research on public discussions and the development of program-
ming for children—we can come to some tentative conclusions about the
influence of communication research in public life.

Furthermore, such an assessment might provide us with prescriptions
for future communication research, which as this book suggests will go
beyond the current paradigm debates and research agendas to have an
impact in the public arena.

While this is not the place for an extended critique of the state of the
field of communication study, it could be useful at least to consider the
ways in which the body of communication research in the broadest sense
of various traditions and methods has enlightened public debates about
children and media issues. For this purpose let me consider the three
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issues outlined earlier. In doing so, I hope to illustrate my point about
our field and its public responsibilities.

Communication Research and Public Debates about Children and TV

By one yardstick, 1990 was a banner year for those concerned about
children’s television and for the influence of communication research 
in the policy arena. With the 1990 act, two of the most visible public
controversies about children’s television of at least the past twenty-five
years were attended to legislatively; the need for more educational pro-
gramming for children, and concern over the proliferation of advertis-
ing to children (see Kunkel, 1991). These two topics have received
considerable research attention since the 1970s (Wartella and Reeves,
1985).

The 1990 law was the last version of a series of congressional bills
regarding television broadcasters’ responsibilities to children, bills that
had been introduced into Congress nearly every year between 1981 and
1989. The new law has not, however, ended the controversy about the
appropriate regulation of television for children. For instance, in June
1992, legislation was proposed in Congress under the “Ready to Learn”
act that would use public television and cable to become involved in 
providing educational programming to preschool children as part of an
intensive national effort in preschool education and health. Promoted
and encouraged by Ernest Boyer of the Carnegie Council on Education,
Ready to Learn hopes to utilize television in the service of national
preschool preparedness in a manner that extends “Sesame Street”
beyond its current confines.

Furthermore, as Kunkel (1991) has noted, the 1990 Children’s 
Television Act will not ameliorate all of the perceived problems of chil-
dren’s television. For instance, it does not address at all the issue of tele-
vision violence (the number one topic to occupy public discussions about
television since its inception). Neither will the law in and of itself resolve
the two major issues of educational programming and advertising limits.
According to Kunkel (1991), there are considerable battles yet to be
fought in the policy arena. For instance, the Federal Communications

Communication Research on Children and Public Policy 363



Commission (FCC), in implementing the law, has held that thirty- and
sixty-second informational “drop-ins” could qualify as educational pro-
gramming, not just full-length children’s programs as children’s advo-
cates would prefer.

Nonetheless, as Kunkel (1991) notes, “the most meaningful change
accomplished by the Act is that the law now says that children’s televi-
sion matters; it is an essential part of the public interest that broadcast-
ers are licensed to serve” (p. 199). Furthermore, a case can be made that
the past twenty years of research on children and television has been
influential in bringing about this law. A specific example is the effect that
Edward Palmer’s 1988 book Television and America’s Children: A Crisis
of Neglect had on the policy debates. It served as a catalyst for the estab-
lishment of the National Endowment for Children’s Educational 
Television. The book led to Senate hearings conducted by Senator Daniel
Inouye in the summer of 1989 and the inclusion of this proposal in the
1990 law. It should be pointed out that this was not the first time such
an endowment had been proposed; Eli Rubinstein, a co-editor of the first
surgeon general’s study of television and social behavior in 1972, had
made just such a proposal in the mid-1970s (see Rubinstein and Brown,
1985).

Moreover, throughout the congressional hearings (and throughout the
1990s in the various hearings over different children and television bills)
communication research was central and pertinent to the arguments
marshalled for passing such bills. In particular, advocates for better chil-
dren’s television were able to point to research on the paucity of educa-
tional programming on commercial television, the ability of television to
educate children when produced with an educational goal and with a
well-formed curriculum, and the enormous amount of time children
spend with television. All of these studies formed a persuasive argument
to suggest the failure of the “free marketplace” of deregulated television
to accommodate the needs of child audiences with high-quality, educa-
tional and informational programs.

This has not always been the case: in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
communication researchers and advocates for better children’s television
were spectacularly unsuccessful in bringing about either Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) advertising policy or FCC programming policy (see
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McGregor, 1986). The reasons for this are multiple. First, in the early
1980s the Reagan presidency brought an antiregulatory environment to
Washington; specifically, both the FTC and FCC set about actively dis-
mantling regulatory apparatus. Second, Entman (1993) argues that
unlike other areas of federal regulatory policy, which rely on empirical
evidence for shaping policy initiatives, the First Amendment area has
been devoid of empirical research in policy-making. Clearly, the politi-
cal winds were favorable in 1990 as they had not been a decade earlier
(Kunkel, 1991).

I think scrutiny of the record regarding the 1990 law would demon-
strate that communication research was helpful in the political process
of negotiating this bill. The research was germane to the public 
issues about educational potential and advertising limits, and it was used
by advocates in the policy arena—that is, it made it into the policy 
discussions.

Whittle’s “Channel One,” however, may be a counterexample. When
Whittle announced plans for this news program in 1989, a hue and cry
developed over the advisability of using classrooms and the captive audi-
ence of teenagers found there for advertising messages. A number of
school districts around the country publicly announced they would not
accept Whittle’s offer, for to do so would lead to the commercialization
of children in schools.

The outcry against commercialization of the nation’s classrooms was
largely from education faculty; communication researchers were most
prominent by their absence from the debate. Nowhere in the public dis-
cussions have communication scholars, or others, come forth to place
this issue in the larger context of media commercialization of youth and
the lack of a reasonable treatment of television issues in American public
schools.

The mass media have been commercializing youth at least since the
1920s, when they helped to identify and promote the youth culture of
America’s college students, the flappers. Since then ever younger age
groups of youth have been the target of media programming and adver-
tising campaigns: the teenagers of the 1950s with their teen pictures and
rock music were succeeded by elementary school children, who became
the market for 1960s and 1970s “kidvid” on American television.
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During the past decade, the merging of television programming with toy
production to develop an overall strategy to market toys to preschool
children has left no age group of youth uncommercialized or excluded
as a segment of the mass audience (Wartella and Mazzarella, 1990). As
any parent of a preschooler can attest, the interrelatedness of television
programs featuring a character based on a toy line, such as “Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles,” the toys themselves and the proliferation of prod-
ucts with the character’s logo, reaches children still in diapers.

Now marketers have found a new venue for commercialization of
youth: the schools. When looked at against the history of commercial-
ization of youth through the mass media, it seems obvious that keeping
Whittle out of the schools will not resolve the problems of overcom-
mercialization of young children. That does not mean the line could not
or should not be drawn here. For moral or ideological reasons, we could
well decide that schools are out of bounds, or that young children are
out of bounds as an audience for marketers’ messages. But this is a moral
argument. The only useful communication research that might be
brought to bear on the argument is descriptive research on what com-
mercialization exists and historical evidence of its proliferation.

Whether we do or do not allow Whittle into the schools, it is clear to
me that the educational establishment has been neglectful in treating tele-
vision seriously. For instance, schools might consider utilizing “Channel
One” to educate their students about commercialization, to critique the
media presentations and to make their students more media literate. It
will be interesting to see how the proposed Edison Project, Whittle’s
foray into for-profit schooling, will utilize television. The educational
community has by and large framed television as an out-of-school nui-
sance and a threat to its domain.

To use television as a positive force in children’s education would
require that educators take a more serious look at television and not
dismiss it quite so easily as a bad influence on children, an influence
working at odds with the public school system. It would require that
more than the controversy about the effects of TV violence on children’s
social behavior make its way into the textbooks and coursework of 
students training to become teachers.1 Education elites would need to
change their views of television; they would need to recognize that not
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all television is bad, that some programming can be beneficial and infor-
mative and even morally uplifting (as viewers of the public television
series “The Civil War” and “Eyes on the Prize” might agree). To change
educators’ and others’ views, communication researchers need to con-
sider this larger context of the role of television in children’s lives, as well
as the role of television as a cultural forum and popular art form. In
short, we need to reshape the discourse about children and television into
a larger set of considerations. Here, we as communication scholars must
help reshape the public’s understanding of the television and children
issue. As a community, communication researchers have failed at this
task.

Lastly, consider the battle over the funding of public television, the
major purveyor of educational television today. As Willard Rowland and
Michael Tracey (1990) have argued, public broadcasting throughout the
major industrialized democracies has been under assault for at least the
past decade. The growth of cable and satellite television, fiscal and polit-
ical problems, as well as the complicity of public broadcasters, who
define their mission in marketplace terms rather than as a public cultural
forum, are forces all working to dismantle public broadcasting. As
Aufderheide (1991) has argued, public television should provide the
“public space” for cultural and political discussions. This is the promise
of ITVS, the federally funded independent television service, which is
supposed to channel money to independent producers and multicultural
and minority programs. However, there are plenty of examples of public
television actively shying away from broadcasting such minority pro-
gramming for fear of fanning the fires of conservative attack on the
grounds of being too liberal. The 1991 controversy over “Tongues
Untied,” the PBS program on homosexuality, is such an example.

What intrigues me most in this debate is the assault on even the edu-
cational benefits of public television. Even the seemingly unassailable
“Sesame Street” was assailed. Conservative critics of public broadcast-
ing challenged the well-documented evidence that “Sesame Street” does
teach viewers its educational curriculum (Palmer, 1988). There is a con-
siderable body of research on the effectiveness of different programming
forms and formats for increasing children’s attention to and under-
standing of television content (Huston and Wright, 1983).
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And, more important, the success of “Sesame Street” has set a model
for the production of children’s educational television. This model
involves the use of communication research—on how children of differ-
ent ages attend to and make sense of programming elements—in the
actual production of such shows. It is now standard policy for children’s
educational television to include what is called formative research
(research that is the basis of production decisions) in their production.
Moreover, indeed whether and how communication research is used in
the production of children’s television often helps to distinguish the
quality of the programming—and whether or not the programming has
educational potential.

There is ample evidence that public television has been the main source
of educational programming for children available on over-the-air broad-
cast television (Wartella et al., 1990). Although cable television does have
considerably more educational programming for children than does com-
mercial television, not only is cable not available to all American chil-
dren (fewer than two-thirds of American homes have cable), but it is
unclear what sort of commitment cable television has to the production
of new educational programs for children. Any perusal of this year’s new
programs, and there is a lot of children’s programming on cable, sug-
gests that the vast majority of such programs are comparable to the com-
mercial networks. That is, they are produced to deliver the child audience
to advertisers and therefore the most important criterion of production
is whether or not they attract the children’s attention. Indeed, 
Nickelodeon makes it a point to advertise itself as the kid’s channel that’s
fun for kids (implying it is not one that’s educationally good for you).

Indeed, the recurring public controversies over first film, then radio
and television programming for children, demonstrate that the commer-
cial media systems of this century have never lived up to their educa-
tional promises for children. While public concern about children’s use
of media echoes wider concerns about the adoption of new technologies
into American society, such concern also rests on the fact that commer-
cial media have been unwilling to support educational programming
(Wartella, 1990). This is the case even when commercial media interests
publicly promote the educational benefits of new technologies. Why?
Because such programming is viewed as “uncommercial,” unable to

368 Ellen Wartella



attract large enough audiences (there are about 15 million children in a
nation of 250 million) to bring in the advertising dollars and profit
margins wanted in the industry. I should point out that even when suc-
cessful educational programs are produced that do attract large numbers
of child audiences, such as “Sesame Street,” such programs are viewed
as unviable for the commercial system—they are too expensive.

How should we assess the impact of communication research in this
public arena? It’s a mixed response. As far as I have seen, the commu-
nication policy arguments about the need for a public space for public
broadcasting have not yet entered the wider policy debates about public
television. Neither has the historical research demonstrating a failure of
the industry to live up to its professed social responsibility to children
been used effectively in marshalling arguments for the need of a public
broadcasting space. What public discourse there has been has been
monopolized by a marketplace metaphor and in the service of the politi-
cal right, which held sway in Washington during the Reagan-Bush years.

More successful has been the use of research on child audiences in the
actual production of educational programs for children. Here, studies of
how to produce programs for children of different ages that they both
like to watch and can learn from have enjoyed some success. Commu-
nication researchers and developmental psychologists studying children
and television often serve as advisers to such programs. However,
without motivation to air such programs, the latter success is illusory

This leads me to my concern for how communication research can be
more effective in the public arena: How can we improve the public face
of communication?

The Public Face of Communication

As the argument thus far suggests, I think as communication researchers
we can and should direct our research and scholarship to addressing the
public debates about media in contemporary life. To my mind, one’s the-
oretical or methodological perspective matters far less than the quality
of the argument one brings to bear on questions that the public has with
full force let us know it believes are important. Further, no one per-
spective or method has a corner on truth; the debates of the past dozen
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years should at least have convinced us that each perspective can bring
something of interest to enlighten our understanding of a problem area.
It is by the quality of the research and its interpretation that we assess
the worth of a piece of scholarship. While its political worth may depend
on its ideological commitment, its worth as scholarship does not.

I want to argue that irrespective of the theoretical perspective, the
methodological tools and the particular paradigmatic commitments of
the researcher, the important issue for the future research agenda is to
address the public arena. Elsewhere I have argued that communication
researchers lack a clear vision about who we are, which is manifested in
a fractured set of subfields whose practitioners not only know little about
each other but seem more intent on the internal debates of our field than
on our public responsibility as scholars of an increasingly important
topic. We have little visible presence as public intellectuals. We offer an
inchoate curriculum for communication study on the undergraduate level
that perpetuates generations of college graduates (including communi-
cation majors) who know little about communication scholarship,
including what is covered by the term “communication study” (Wartella,
1990).

The nature of communication scholarship, its politics and its impact,
is predicated upon how we approach our research and how we relay 
it in the public arena. Mostly, my fear is that our scholarship never 
even makes it to the public arena (a lot of bad research in any paradigm
our field embraces should not, of course). We do have a body of 
knowledge after eight decades of study of mass communication that I
believe we are too timid in sharing. We are, moreover, often ignorant of
how to act as public intellectuals and advocates for a particular point of
view. Is this a manifestation of what the American academy has been
criticized for—an overwhelming commitment to the study of narrow aca-
demic subspecialties, thus forsaking the kind of scholarship that makes
for public intellectuals (as Jacoby argued in 1987)? Is communication
study plagued with the problems besetting other disciplines in the
academy?

Clearly, to the extent that the popular media take up intellectual ques-
tions about communication, they will seek out scholars to comment and
contribute to the public dialogue. If communication faculty are to be
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those public scholars commenting on communication, then we need not
just to promote our research in all of the usual ways—by insuring that
it is well written and well situated within public definitions of concerns,
and that it is presented in a public forum beyond our academic journals,
such as in op-ed pieces, letters to the editor, articles for the elite intel-
lectual magazines and, most important, in book form; we also need to
insure that we craft our work to have a pragmatic commitment. One
public we cannot ignore is our own students, communications and jour-
nalism majors who can and do emerge from university with no real sense
of what communication research is, does, knows or what it can con-
tribute to the world. The ruptures between speech communication and
mass communication, between journalism education and media studies,
must be addressed. Moreover, undergraduate education throughout com-
munication needs to integrate better theory, research, and practice. And
once we take up that pragmatic commitment we need to think about
which public we are addressing in our research: the public at large, those
media audiences we often study, public policy-makers at the federal and
state levels, communication practitioners or other cultural elites who
write and talk about communication?

Furthermore, to approach communication scholarship today without
an understanding of the political commitments inherent in a line of
research, in the kind of issues that are taken up for study, and in the
potential uses of that research, is incredibly naive. We can no longer
claim timidity as public scholars.

The message seems pretty clear to me. Communication scholarship
(like all scholarship) needs to be addressing public issues. How we
maneuver through the public agenda, select problems and frame research
about them in terms of our theoretical understanding is up to each indi-
vidual scholar. I do not believe that one type of scholar or theoretical
position is inherently more attuned to public issues or is more political
than another; indeed, just calling oneself a “critical” communications
scholar does not insure that one’s work will have the political outcome
intended, and calling oneself a “communication scientist” or “television
researcher” does not imply that one’s research is apolitical. The politics
of research is not easily read off with reference to question, theory or
method.
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Rather, we need to understand self-consciously what research ques-
tions we take up in our work, how we situate them within the national
public and intellectual debates, and how we attempt to convey our work
to that segment of the “public arena” we believe we are addressing.

The recent history of public controversies about children and televi-
sion issues suggest that there is ample opportunity for communication
research to have a visible influence in shaping public debates, but this
happens far too rarely. My suggestion, then, for going beyond agendas
is to renew our commitment to public scholarship and to reinvigorate
the public face of our field.

Note

1. In my examination of a dozen experimental psychology and introductory psy-
chology texts, I found that typically fewer than a dozen of the 400 to 500 pages
of each text were devoted to questions about media and children. What mention
there was tended to be dominated by the violence controversy, with occasional
reference to “Sesame Street.” Missing, then, were any references to the power of
television to influence racial, ethnic and gender attitudes; the range of social and
affective development, including identity formation; and the relationship of tele-
vision to academic achievement.
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16
“Guys in Suits with Charts”: Audience
Research in U.S. Public Radio

Alan G. Stavitsky
1995

A significant change in the practice of U.S. public radio during the 1980s
was the acceptance of audience research as an essential management
function. In commercial broadcasting the need for audience research has
long been evident: to provide the institutional knowledge used by adver-
tisers and broadcasters to buy and sell audiences (Beville, 1988; Buzzard,
1990; Webster & Lichty, 1991). For many years, however, public radio
managers widely resisted the conduct and application of audience
research as marking the ascendance of market considerations over public
broadcasting’s social and cultural imperatives. Nonetheless, during the
1980s what has been described as a “research revolution” swept across
U.S. public radio (Giovannoni, 1991). Today audience research is exten-
sively utilized by public radio managers, both network and station-based,
when making decisions about programming and fundraising, and a
cottage industry of consultants has emerged. The degree to which audi-
ence research has been embraced by the public radio community became
evident when research consultants Tom Church and David Giovannoni
were honored with awards for service to public radio during the 1994
Public Radio Conference (“Kudos for audience gurus,” 1994). 

The rise of audience research in U.S. public radio, however, has
become a lightning rod for critics both within and outside the industry,
a symbol of the changing nature of public broadcasting. Some critics
argue that the increased emphasis upon audience research reflects the
transformation of public radio from its educational, service-based origins
to an audience-driven orientation, in which public stations target those
listeners most likely to support the stations financially (for examples of
this line of argument, see Fisher, 1989; Josephson, 1992; Katz, 1989; Lee



& Solomon, 1990; Rauber, 1993; Rowland, 1986; Rowland, 1993). One
of public radio’s foremost personalities, Garrison Keillor, told an inter-
viewer: “I think there has been an influx of commercial people . . . Guys
in suits with charts and pages of numbers. I think that this is a pretty
dreadful development,” (quoted in “Thoughts from Lake Wobegon,”
1994, p. 58). Reacting to the awards given Church and Giovannoni,
Larry Bensky, a journalist for the Pacifica chain of public radio stations,
argued, “Not since Henry Kissinger won the Nobel Peace Prize has there
been a more inappropriate award” (personal communication, May 7,
1994). Still another critic, independent producer Larry Josephson, con-
tends that “Obsession with audience size, revenue and formal have
replaced the spiritual underpinnings of public radio, which sought to
maximize intellectual and moral growth, passion, variety and pleasure,”
(personal communication, May 7, 1994).

Lumley, in a seminal book on audience research published in 1934,
noted three “important questions” related to audience measurement:
“What are the purposes of . . . radio broadcasting in general? How can
methods be developed to determine validly whether broadcasting fulfills
these purposes? Is it possible to standardize the measurement techniques
which have been found to be useful?” (1934/1971, p. 3) This study 
illuminates anew Lumley’s fundamental issues. Debate over audience
research in public radio centers on Lumley’s first question, which deals
with the essence of broadcasting, and researchers have grappled with the
latter two questions in seeking to apply research techniques developed
for the commercial sector to noncommercial communication. This study
also highlights the relationship between research and practice; the avail-
ability of research techniques and applications shaped thinking about
public radio’s mission, and the reverse. Drawing heavily upon personal
interviews with public broadcasters, audience researchers and other indi-
viduals concerned with the issue, this paper will describe the evolution
of audience research in U.S. public radio and its implications. 

A definitional issue must be noted. While there are nearly 1,700 U.S.
radio stations licensed by the Federal Communications Commission as
“noncommercial educational” (“By the numbers,” 1994), the stations
generally referred to as public radio are those which provide a regular
schedule of programming intended to serve the public. Such a catego-
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rization would exclude noncommercial religious stations as well as low-
powered stations operated by educational institutions, which may not
broadcast during school holidays and for which training students is the
primary function. A survey funded by the Corporation for Public Broad-
casting estimated there are about 750 U.S. stations which would thus be
categorized as public radio (Giovannoni, Thomas, & Clifford, 1992).

A “Pre-History” of Audience Research

Prior to their contemporary engagement with audience research, U.S.
public radio broadcasters were not as concerned about accountability to
their audiences as were Western European public-service broadcasters.
Because public-service broadcasters were the first—and, for many years,
the only—electronic media in much of Western Europe, they sought to
be comprehensive: to educate, inform, and entertain. Their reliance upon
listener support through license fees provided justification for audience
research as a form of feedback, as well as providing a form of feedback
in itself, to ensure that the public was being satisfied. The British Broad-
casting Corporation; for example, set up a Listener Research Unit in
1936 (Blumler, 1992; Silvey, 1974).

In contrast, a number of forces militated against either an ethic of com-
prehensiveness in U.S. educational radio or a perceived need for account-
ability to audiences. Educational broadcasting in the United States was
considered a supplement to the dominant commercial system—“a pal-
liative,” in the words of Raymond Williams (1974, p. 37). Popular, mass-
appeal programming was considered the domain of the commercial
sector (Rowland, 1993. Educational broadcasters, generally based at 
colleges and universities, saw their industry as an oasis in the desert of
commercial programming. Further, financial support for educational
broadcasting prior to the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 was largely
institutional or from philanthropic foundations (Blakely, 1979), so the
broadcasters did not need to feel beholden to the public. 

Accordingly, audience research in U.S. educational radio (as noncom-
mercial radio was known prior to the 1967 act) was sporadic and unsys-
tematic. A study of educational radio stations found that station
managers conducted audience research of various kinds as early as the
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1920s (Stavitsky, 1993b; see also Charters, 1930). Examples of early
research included coverage maps from the 1920s, upon which stations
indicated those areas from which they had gotten notice that people 
had received their signal; and 1930s-era analyses of how many and 
what kinds of letters had been received from listeners about programs.
However, such research was generally limited to stations based at 
land-grant universities. Further, the methods employed by educational
broadcasters lagged in sophistication behind those used when research-
ing commercial radio listening during the 1930s and 1940s. Commercial
approaches to audience research in this era included telephone surveys
conducted by the Cooperative Analysis of Broadcasting and C.E.
Hooper, as well as A.C. Nielsen’s Audimeter, a mechanical device which
metered the usage of radio sets (see Beville, 1988; Buzzard, 1990). 

During the 1950s several prominent faculty members who conducted
audience research—notably Harrison Summers of Ohio State, a former
NBC vice president—sought to encourage its use through presentations
at National Association of Educational Broadcasters (NAEB) conven-
tions and articles in academic journals (Summers, 1950). Interest in 
audience research spread, albeit gradually (see Wright, 1961, for an
annotated bibliography of selected research findings to that time; also
see Avery, Burrows, & Pincus, 1980; Becker, 1962). NAEB established a
Research Committee, which considered hiring an audience research con-
sultant as early as 1953; lamented the lack of money for such research
in 1954; and discussed purchasing Nielsen ratings data in 1955 (NAEB
Research Committee, 1953; 1954; 1955). As a former Wisconsin edu-
cational radio manager said: “It’s not that the interest wasn’t there, the
money wasn’t (Ralph Johnson, former WHA station manager, personal
communication, June 30, 1989). However, lack of funds and concern
about commercialism kept such research widely scattered and limited to
the larger stations (Stavitsky, 1993b).

Enter CPB

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) is an independent, non-
profit organization, created as a result of the Public Broadcasting Act of
1967, that receives federal funds and allocates them to stations, program
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producers, and others involved in the industry. CPB was charged by Con-
gress with assisting in the establishment and development of a system of
public radio and television stations (Public Broadcasting Act of 1967).
In public television, station officials who had been troubled by what they
perceived as an “East Coast, liberal bias” of National Educational 
Television, educational television’s program service, were determined to
avoid creating a network in the model of U.S. commercial television
(Robertson, 1993; Rowland, 1986). The Public Broadcasting Service
(PBS) was created by public television station leaders as a distribution
entity, forbidden from producing public television programs. Leaders 
of the lower-profile public radio system, on the other hand, had no 
such reluctance about a national programming organization; most of
educational radio’s previous shared programming had been “bicycled” 
from station to station on a sporadic basis, with the exception of occa-
sional ad hoc wired or wireless networks (Wood & Wylie, 1977).
National Public Radio (NPR), therefore, was established to produce as
well as distribute programming to a system of stations interconnected
for the first time (Avery & Pepper, 1979). NPR began to distribute pro-
grams nationwide in 1971—initially classical music concerts and the
newsmagazine All Things Considered (see Stamberg, 1982; Stavitsky &
Gleason, 1994). 

While CPB commissioned analyses of Nielsen ratings for the public
television system as early as 1969 (Willard D. Rowland, Jr., former 
PBS research director, personal communication, February 23, 1993),
CPB’s then-director of research, Jack Lyle, was primarily interested 
in television, and little attention was paid to public radio research 
until 1973 (David J. LeRoy, former CPB deputy director of research, 
personal communication, February 15, 1994). In 1973, with new CPB
president Henry Loomis placing an increased emphasis on radio, 
the corporation made its first purchase of Arbitron ratings data for 
public radio (Bailey & Church, 1979; leRoy, personal communication,
February 15, 1994). The size of public radio audiences was difficult to
determine; listenership to public stations was not routinely listed in the
ratings books, which were produced for commercial stations, and
required customized computer runs by the ratings service and hand-
tabulation by CPB staffers.
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Though the ratings data were provided to public radio stations, the
role and value of audience research on the local level as an audience-
building tool was neither initially valued nor emphasized. Jack Mitchell,
then an NPR producer, learned to interpret and apply ratings data not
from CPB, but rather from a neighbor who happened to work for 
Arbitron (Mitchell, personal communication, October 25, 1993). CPB
officials utilized the audience information primarily for representational
purposes: the data were taken to Congress to demonstrate that people
were indeed listening to public radio and that the CPB appropriation was
justified (Bernadette McGuire, director of planning and research, Asso-
ciation of Public Television Stations, personal communication, March 5,
1993; Rowland, personal communication, February 23, 1993). Even
after public radio professionals embraced audience research for 
programming and marketing purposes, its representational function
remained important. For instance, public broadcasters faced charges of
elitism—that public broadcasting serves a relatively well-educated and
wealthy audience, and that tax-based support therefore unfairly subsi-
dizes upper-class tastes (Rowland, 1993). NPR officials, like their coun-
terparts in public television, have long sought to counter this criticism
by presenting audience demographic data to demonstrate that public
broadcasting appeals to a broad spectrum of the U.S. citizenry (see 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 1993).

Research and the Station

The notion that audience research could be—and should be—funda-
mental in station programming became paramount after Tom Church,
who had previously worked at Arbitron, joined CPB’s research office in
1976. Church sought to merge the non-commercial broadcaster’s sense
of mission with the commercial concept of serving listeners. As he wrote
in a primer on audience research for public radio: “While non-commer-
cial stations may define success in more esoteric terms than profit, the
bottom line for all radio stations is that a mission . . . cannot be achieved
if there are no listeners” (Radio Research Consortium, 1986, p. 1).
Church made a technical, but significant, change in the type of data pur-
chased from the ratings service. Whereas CPB had previously requested
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a customized tabulation of ratings diaries based upon the stations’ signal
coverage areas, Church began buying diaries from the station’s actual
home markets, or Area of Dominant Influence, as defined by Arbitron.
The effect was that, for the first time, public radio stations could compare
their audiences to those of their commercial competitors (Church, per-
sonal communication, March 1, 1993).

In 1977 Church began sending to public radio stations national rank-
ings of stations in terms of cumulative audience (cumes), the size of a
station’s unduplicated audience during a specified period of time, and he
encouraged local stations to make further use of Arbitron data from their
home markets; such as extracting demographic data (Church, personal
communication, October 22, 1993). This provided an opening for the
research consultants who were to have a major impact on the rise of
audience research in public radio. The leading consultants, as noted by
individuals interviewed for this study, were Lawrence Lichty, who had
studied under Harrison Summers at Ohio State and was on leave from
a faculty position at Wisconsin; David Giovannoni, who had been
Lichty’s graduate assistant; and George Bailey, another former student
of Lichty’s, who was a professor at Wisconsin-Milwaukee and also
managed the university radio station, WUWM.

However, while station managers such as Peter Dominowski in
Orlando, Wallace Smith in Los Angeles, and Max Wycisk in Denver wel-
comed audience research during the late 1970s as a form of feedback,
others in public radio “greeted the methods, paradigms and proponents
of research with open hostility and disdain,” according to Giovannoni
(1991, p. 3). These critics—who included producers such as Larry
Josephson and managers such as Marvin Granger, then in Spokane, 
both of whom participated in a debate with researchers at a 1978 
conference—believed that concern for ratings “collided with the art 
of programming noncommercial radio” (Marvin Granger, personal com-
munication, May 24, 1994). Anti-research antagonism boiled over at the
1978 Public Radio Conference. After a presentation by Church, E.B.
Eiselein, an academic from Arizona and consultant to public radio sta-
tions, stood up and proclaimed, “Arbitron is bullshit.” Many of the con-
ferees cheered; Church realized more missionary work was needed
(Church, personal communication, March 1, 1993).
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The Audience Research Road Show
Church convinced CPB then—Research Director Leon Rosenbluth of the
need for a series of seminars of station managers on the value and func-
tion of audience research. The seminars were modeled after a series of
CPB-sponsored meetings on public television programming techniques
and NAEB seminars on ascertainment during the mid-1970s (LeRoy, 
personal communication, February 15, 1994; Thomas A. McCain, Ohio
State University professor and participant in NAEB seminars, personal
communication, February 25, 1993). CPB’s Office of Communication
Research funded eight seminars across the United States between 1978
and 1981, entitled “Public Radio and the Ratings,” to which managers
and program directors were invited (CPB, 1981). To help him conduct
the seminars Church enlisted Lichty, Bailey, Giovannoni, and a cast of
station managers. 

Bailey characterized the attendees in three categories: managers who
believed research was irrelevant because they had missions to fulfill;
skeptics who doubted the validity of research because their low ratings
conflicted with intuition (often from phone or personal contacts) that
many people were listening; and, “converts” to research who sought
more information about their audiences (George Bailey, personal com-
munication, October 8, 1993). The presenters described the basics of
social-scientific research, discussed the applications of ratings data, and
sought to dispel some of the mythology surrounding audience research,
such as the notion that a station’s Friends group or program guide
readers were representative of the audience at large. Humor helped.
Asked at one seminar about “the best time to schedule radio drama,”
Bailey replied: “1938” (Bailey, personal communication, October 8,
1993).

More than 220 station managers attended the sessions (CPB, 1981).
While the “road show” was but one of a number of factors contribut-
ing to the incremental acceptance of audience research during the late
1970s and early 1980s, the seminars served to expose many managers
to the techniques and availability of research, as well as providing a
forum for research proponents to argue that conducting research did not
in itself compromise a public station’s mission (Church, personal com-
munication, March 1, 1993; Giovannoni, personal communication,
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March 1, 1993; Lichty, personal communication, February 9, 1993).
This process was also fostered by similar workshops at NPR meetings,
numerous articles in professional publications (see, for example, Bailey
& Church, 1979) and industry newsletters, and word of mouth.

The Morning Edition Project
Another significant episode in the diffusion of audience research involved
the creation of NPR’s Morning Edition, which was marketed with the
help of research and led to the establishment of the network’s research
unit. The network’s first news program, All Things Considered (ATC),
had been scheduled for late afternoon because some public stations were
not even on the air in radio’s “morning drive” time and because a
morning program would have been more difficult for NPR’s small staff
to produce (Lichty, personal communication, February 9, 1993). After
ATC had established itself, NPR sought to add a morning news program
in 1978, but several prominent stations, such as Boston’s WGBH and
WGUC in Cincinnati, resisted on grounds that another network offer-
ing would displace local morning programming (Samuel Holt, personal
communication, March 4, 1993). NPR’s vice president for programm-
ing, Samuel Holt, used research to make the case that a morning news
program would increase audience size throughout the day, as well as in
the morning. 

Holt contracted with Lichty in 1978 to survey morning radio listen-
ing. Some stations were dismayed to learn how few listeners they were
attracting in the mornings, the time when radio listening in general was
highest and when research showed there was high demand for news
(Holt, personal communication, March 4, 1993; Lichty, personal com-
munication, February 9, 1993). “If you want to serve listeners, you need
to behave like radio,” Holt told managers (Holt, personal communica-
tion, March 4, 1993). He asked stations whether they could justify reject-
ing the network’s proposed morning program based on the performance
of local programming. Holt offered them Morning Edition in a modular
format, borrowed from his commercial radio experience, in which sta-
tions could insert local material between the national segments. Though
fewer than half of NPR’s member stations carried Morning Edition when
it debuted in November 1979, the program gradually was picked up by
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more stations—and even surpassed ATC in cumulative audience by
1989—supporting NPR’s research claims about the importance of a
morning news program (Piantadosi, 1979; Weinstein, 1989). 

Nonetheless, Holt wanted more detailed audience information about
national listenership to NPR programs, especially Morning Edition, than
was currently available by summing up individual station comes (Holt,
personal communication, March 4, 1993). Lichty was hired in 1979 as
director of audience research and evaluation for NPR and brought on
Giovannoni to develop a system to measure the NPR audience. The
Public Radio Audience Profile (TRAP) was laboriously constructed by
sampling local market listener diaries to compute national cumulative
and average-quarter-hour audiences for public radio network programs
(Giovannoni, personal communication, March 1, 1993). PRAP yielded
its first audience estimates in 1981, the year that Lichty left NPR to work
on a PBS documentary, and Giovannoni took over as head of research.
That same year Church left CPB to form the Radio Research Consor-
tium, a membership organization that provides stations with audience
research data and consulting.

By the mid-1980s discord over the use of audience research in public
radio had largely faded. As station manager Marvin Granger noted, “The
issue was settled and the researchers won” (personal communication,
May 24, 1994). In addition to NPR’s active research unit, individual sta-
tions were conducting audience studies by the mid-1980s, often with the
help of consultants, though occassionally using station staff or univer-
sity students (see Giovannoni, 1991; Stavitsky, 1990). As an example,
the Ohio public radio station for which the author worked hired 
consultants to conduct a “psychographic analysis” of its listeners in
1985, to assess their preferences regarding the station’s programs and
personalities. 

Several external forces contributed to the ascendance of audience
research. With taxbased funding for public broadcasting flat or decreas-
ing during the 1980s, most station managers were forced to depend more
on listener and underwriter dollars (Rowland, 1993). Audience research
became increasingly valuable as a means of assessing the appeal of 
programming to listeners, and of pitching audiences to potential 
underwriters. Further, FM had become radio’s dominant band during 
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the 1970s, which exposed more listeners to the public stations clustered
between 88 and 92 megahertz, the portion of the spectrum set aside for
noncommercial broadcasters. Stations also reaped the benefits of NPR
popularity as All Things Considered and Morning Edition developed
audiences; stations that had been run without concern for or awareness
of how listeners used radio “lucked into an audience” nonetheless, in
Bailey’s words (personal communication, October 8, 1993).

Changing Application of NPR Research

Within this environment the applications of audience research broadened
in the early 1980s. in 1981 NPR first purchased data on public radio 
listeners from the Simmons Market Research Bureau, which surveys
people nationwide on their media usage, product usage and buying
behavior, and demographics (Giovannoni, personal communication,
March 1, 1993). This marked a shift from asking simply how many were
listening to asking what kinds of people were tuning to public radio—
demographics and psychographics. In this manner audience research
became a tool for underwriting in addition to programming. For
example, a spring 1991 survey found NPR news listeners were 47 percent
more likely than average to own an Acura automobile; public station
underwriting salespeople could descend on their local Acura dealerships
armed with such data (“Who is listening,” 1992).

The focus on underwriting at the national level was driven by NPR’s
fiscal exigencies of the 1980s. In light of the Reagan Administration’s
marketplace ideology, even that federal support for public broadcasting
was no longer assured. Under NPR President Frank Mankewicz, in 
1982 the network attempted to become fiscally independent through a
profit-making subsidiary and technology ventures, as well as increased
underwriting sales. However, amid a $3 million deficit and charges 
of fiscal irresponsibility, Mankewicz resigned. With NPR on the verge 
of bankruptcy, its affiliated stations and CPB bailed the network out 
with an emergency loan in 1983 (Witherspoon & Kovitz, 1987). 

Given NPR’s financial straits in a time of uncertain federal support,
under new president Douglas Bennet the function of research at the
national level shifted further from a focus on building audience to an
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emphasis on underwriting and listener support (Giovannoni, personal
communication, March 1, 1993). The network’s audience research 
operation became analogous to a commercial station’s sales department.
Research became instrumental in determining who are the people most
likely to listen to public radio, and why they do—or don’t—support their
local stations. Giovannoni left NPR in 1986 to devote full time to con-
sulting. After several interim managers, the network hired a veteran 
of commercial radio programming and marketing, John Sutton, as its
research director in 1990. 

Today NPR’s Audience Research unit provides information to support
the efforts of member stations to generate revenue (John Sutton, personal
communication, March 3, 1993). For example, a recent study involved
a comparison of fundraising programming, seeking to determine what
styles and strategies would yield the best listener response. Among other
services, the department also provides stations and program producers
with Simmons data on the demographics, and product and media usage
of NPR listeners; ZIP code analyses of where pockets of each station’s
listeners reside; information on what motivates listeners to give money;
and customized profiles of station contributors, for purposes of eliciting
increased donations and membership renewals (National Public Radio,
1993). For the network itself, the unit provides data to help NPR market
its programs to member stations and to attract underwriters. Public
radio’s contemporary application of research at the network level, there-
fore, reflects a commercial orientation.

Leading Role of Consultants and Stations
At CPB support for audience research in public radio declined after the
corporation’s Office of Communication Research was disbanded in 1982
by CPB’s new administrators, who were displeased with OCR’s line of
research (John Fuller, PBS director of research, personal communication,
March 2, 1993; LeRoy, personal communication, February 15, 1994).
OCR studies had become “very sociological” and were generating “little
actionable research,” according to another researcher (Fuller, personal
communication, March 2, 1993). An audience research unit at CPB was
later restored in 1985 on a smaller scale as part of the planning depart-
ment, by which time consultants and station managers had taken the
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lead in audience research that stressed programming applications (Ted
Coltman, CPB director of plans and policy, personal communication,
March 3, 1993) 

Giovannoni, for example, produced a series of studies with CPB
support. The so-called “Cheap 90” study—named for the roughly 90
percent of public radio listeners who do not support their local stations
financially—compared supporters with non-supporters (Giovannoni,
1985). According to “Cheap 90,” listeners who said public radio was
important in their lives were more likely to support it, and “program-
ming causes audience.” “Audience 88” was a study of public radio 
listeners’ demographic, values, and lifestyle characteristics, as well as
their uses of radio (Giovannoni, Liebold, Thomas, & Clifford, 1988).
“Audience 88” contended that public radio listeners tended to be well
educated, professionally employed, fairly well-off financially, 35 to 44
years old, and involved in social causes. Bailey, doing business with
Church as Walrus Research, began consulting with CBS Radio’s FM sta-
tions as well as public radio clients and encouraged public radio man-
agers to apply more sophisticated research methods, such as those
utilized by commercial stations (Bailey, personal communication,
October 8, 1993). One such application was the Denver Project, sup-
ported by CPB between 1988 and 1992, in which commercial research
techniques were adapted for use at Denver public radio station KCFR.
In addition to standard Arbitron data (e.g., rating and audience share),
the Denver Project involved analysis of individual listener Arbitron
diaries to determine such characteristics as audience loyalty; recontact of
diary keepers to ask about financial support for KCFR and attitudes
toward the station; focus groups; a telephone “perceptual” survey, to
check the reliability of the focus group information about the image of
the station; and, auditorium music testing, in which segments of prospec-
tive programs were played for groups of listeners, to assess what types
of music appeal to what types of listeners (Giovannoni, 1991).

The Denver Project reflects the second wave of research in public
radio: research as a predictive tool. The first phase of audience research
in public radio involved technical mastery—developing the ability to
compile ratings for public radio—and working to foster broad accep-
tance and application of audience research on the part of managers.
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However, research was largely descriptive of past performance. Now
researchers are seeking to use research as a predictive tool, a means of
determining the preferred program choice from a range of options. This
is the idea behind research for the CPB Radio Program Fund, a pool of
money available to producers of prospective public radio programs. To
help decide which programs will receive funding in their formative years,
the fund’s director, Richard Madden, uses auditorium testing and 
a model known as Programming Economics (Giovannoni, Thomas, 
Clifford, Berky, & Madden, 1989), which seeks to determine how many
listeners the funded program delivered per CPB dollar spent (Madden,
personal communication, March 4, 1993).

However, in keeping with public radio’s long-standing contention 
over audience research, the debate still roils at individual stations. For
instance, public radio listeners in four states organized successful cam-
paigns during the past ten years to restore broadcasts of the Metropoli-
tan Opera. Station officials had attempted to cancel the opera broadcasts,
citing low ratings at a prime listening time—Saturday morning and early
afternoon (Behrens, 1993; “Opera listeners triumphant,” 1993). At this
writing, a dispute over Bailey’s research for WUSF in Tampa had become
an issue of community controversy after the station’s news director stated
publicly that the research findings would lead to elimination of local
news coverage (Conciatore, 1994; Rosen, 1994).

Changing Conceptions of Localism
The rise of audience research in U.S. public radio reflects changing 
conceptions of localism, as well as the fiscal realities of noncommercial
media in a mediascape dominated by private entities. As described in a
previous edition of the Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, the
conception of localism in contemporary U.S. radio broadcasting has
shifted to a socially derived conception from the traditional spatial
notion of localism (Stavitsky, 1994). This theory holds that radio broad-
casters, both commercial and public, seek to reach audiences defined by
shared interests, tastes, and values. Conceiving of audiences in social
terms contrasts with a spatial conception, for which the parameters are
geographic entities such as cities, counties, and regions. The spatial con-
ception corresponds with the U.S. policy ideal of localism: broadcasting
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that speaks—often in local voices—to the concerns and needs of 
residents of a specific geographic entity. Nonetheless, commercial radio
stations have sought to construct audiences in social terms since 
radio adopted niche formats in response to the arrival of television. Few
radio stations try to serve all of the people in their listening areas some
of the time; instead they seek to serve some of the people all of the time
with tightly defined formats (e.g., Classic Rock, New Country, Sports
Talk).

In public radio, however, consolidation of programming into focused
formats, a necessary condition for social localism, was a phenomenon of
the 1980s, and is still ongoing for some stations (see Hinman, 1992;
Stavitsky, 1993a). According to a 1992 study (Giovannoni, Thomas, &
Clifford, 1992), public radio stations have increasingly focused their
formats to attract a loyal audience drawn to a consistent type of pro-
gramming, an audience that would be willing to support the stations
financially. This narrowing of programming, for example, may involve
eliminating public affairs from jazz formats or opera from classical
formats, which some stations have done despite the listener opposition
noted earlier (Behrens, 1993). Because audience research informs man-
agers on the construction of a social community of listeners, public
radio’s engagement with audience research has fostered this changing
conception of localism.

Conclusions

Educational broadcasters often viewed their mission from a teacher-
student perspective: as educators, they sought to transmit the informa-
tion they believed their listeners needed to be informed and enlightened.
While a number of educational broadcasters were interested in audience
feedback (see Stavitsky, 1993b), concerns of audience appeal were gen-
erally secondary to concerns about program quality and pedagogical
value in educational radio, as determined by the educational broad-
caster’s sense of the commonweal and audience “needs.” However, in
contemporary public radio, audience researchers were successful in
imbuing managers with the notion that audience size and composition
did matter, that public radio could not justify itself if few people chose
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to listen—and could not survive if fewer still chose to contribute. Exter-
nal forces contributed to the diffusion of audience research during the
past 15 years: the uncertainty of tax-based funding forced public stations
to depend more upon listener and underwriter support, for which audi-
ence research was instrumental.

However, while audience research has been successfully diffused into
public radio’s managerial culture, its application continues to elicit
concern at the level of producers. Put another way, the debate seems no
longer to revolve around whether or not to conduct research. Instead the
contemporary conflict involves the ways in which research is applied in
the service of mission; the manager or program director’s view of mission
may clash with the news or music producer’s view. From a station
manager or program director’s standpoint, mission may be measurable
in audience and revenue terms, while the producer’s currency is often
more amorphous—fealty to internalized professional values and stan-
dards. Nonetheless, the fiscal realities of contemporary U.S. public
radio—indeed of public broadcasting worldwide—dictate that stations
must be cognizant of their appeal to listeners who will support them
financially, and thus audience research will remain an essential manage-
ment function.
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17
Relationship between Public Opinion and
Supreme Court Decisions: Was Mr. Dooley
Right?

Cecilie Gaziano
1978

The relationship between public opinion and decisions of the United
States Supreme Court has intrigued commentators and scholars for many
years. Their findings range from the literary musings of Mr. Dooley, who
posited that “th’ supreme court follows th’ illicition returns” (Dunne,
1962) to the more precise calibrations of social scientists.

The role and function of public sentiment and sanction in democratic
theory assumes that there is a relationship between the law as expressed
in Supreme Court decisions and public opinion. This [chapter] explores
a dimension of that relationship with regard to one type of First Amend-
ment issue, that of freedom of expression for deviant, political groups.

This issue was selected as an indicator of the relationship between the
work of the Court and its popular acceptance because it has been a par-
ticularly volatile concern over a long period of time and because there is
a substantial number of court pronouncements on the subject of freedom
of expression and the unpopular or deviant individual or group. Simi-
larly, there are ample public opinion data on the subject, and a correla-
tion between the two is possible.

Although evidence for a correlation between them in the United States
is primarily anecdotal (Brown, 1972), Sheldon (1967) provides some
more systematic evidence. He compared Supreme Court decisions in
1950–1961 with an analysis of historical events and one Stouffer study
question on the jailing of communists, and he concluded that shifts in
Court rulings meshed with waves of public tolerance for communists’
rights. He also pointed to evidence by Justices Douglas (Scales versus
U.S., 1961) and Black (Dennis versus U.S., 1951) that the high court felt
intense public pressure during this period.



Some political scientists (Dahl, 1967; Murphy, 1964; Peltason, 1955)
believe that public opinion acts as a brake on judicial decision making
even if it is felt only indirectly by the justices. However, the relationship
does not seem to work in the other direction. In general, the Court seems
to have little public visibility, even when controversial issues are involved
in cases (Giles, 1973; Dolbeare and Hammond, 1968; Dolbeare, 1967;
Murphy and Tanenhaus, 1968).

Brown argues that public opinion does not significantly alter most
decisions of either trial or higher courts except under conditions of high
public anxiety and high level of media attention. At least two segments
of the period examined by Sheldon fulfilled these conditions. A model of
judicial behavior predicted by social psychological conceptualization of
a court as a task group is: the higher the tension and the greater the
uncertainty, the more likely the group is to seek the dominant outside
referent—and the more likely that referent is to be public opinion.1

The hypothesis of this [chapter] is suggested by the above evidence and
the group psychology model. It is: decisions of the Supreme Court on
freedom of expression for deviant, political groups are related to public
opinion on this issue. Legal scholars disagree about whether or not the
high court should consider public opinion. The paper does not take a
position on this issue.

Method

The primary source of data on public opinion about free speech issues
over time is Erskine’s (1970) compilation of results reported by eight
polling organizations for a 34-year period, 1937–1970. Major subjects
were rights of communists, criticism of government, and war dissent.
Two secondary sources provide information supplementing the Erskine
data (Erskine and Siegel, 1975; Simon, 1974).

All Supreme Court cases involving communists during this period, of
which there are 60, apply to this study because freedom of association
under the First Amendment was an implicit issue in each one.2 Thirteen
other free speech cases developed during the same time span, and they
were related to the following issues: rights of war dissenters and consci-
entious objectors (9), a “fascist’s” rights (1), criticism of government (1),
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questioning of loyalty of a government employee believed to be associ-
ated with communists (1), and the right of labor union “radicals” to
meet (1). The types of free speech questions in the polls limited the types
of cases included. Those touching on religious objection to war, civil
rights, and labor unions were excluded (except for the labor union “rad-
icals” case, which was specifically named in four poll questions; Hague
versus C.I.O., 1939) because they involve other variables beyond the
scope of this study.

Results

Public Opinion Poll Data
Ninety-seven percent of respondents agreed on abstract freedom of
speech the last time (1940) pollsters asked about this in the question,
“Do you believe in freedom of speech?” Since then pollsters have con-
centrated on circumstances in which people would limit freedom of
speech.

The poll data taken altogether indicate a relatively low consensus on
rights of communists/fascists in 1938 when around 35–40% favored
their holding meetings. Amount of consensus on extremists’ free speech
rights climbed to a high in the mid-1940s, e.g., 50% supported broad-
cast speeches by communists and 64%, speeches on any topic.

Between the end of World War II and the early 1950s, public 
support for communists’ rights of free expression plummeted to the
lowest points observed for the entire period. For example, during these
years, which included the Korean War (1950–1953) and the McCarthy
hearings,3 14%–16% would let communists broadcast over the radio,
27% would allow their making public speeches (Erskine, 1970), and 6%
would tolerate communists teaching in public schools (Erskine and
Siegel, 1975). Speeches on “any topic” were acceptable to 54% at this
time.

Public support for free expression increased perhaps six points for
communists’ broadcasts and speeches on any topic for a few years after
the end of the McCarthy era, but public approval sank again in the later
1950s (e.g., 17% favored communists’ views aired over the radio in
1957).
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The events of the Vietnam War apparently depressed public support
just as opinion began to rise favorably in the early 1960s.4 A slight gain
in regard for communists’ First Amendment rights seems to have
appeared in the latter part of the decade, but at the same time, public
favor for war protesters’ rights declined. To illustrate: in 1965, 89%
thought communists to be harmful to American life, and 65% believed
that “student demonstrators who engage in protest activities” were
harmful. Four years later the respective percentages were 85% and 72%
(Erskine and Siegel, 1975). After 1965–1967, when 60% approved of
“peaceful war demonstrations,” toleration for war dissent seems to have
waned considerably—perhaps as much as a 35% decline—but this is dif-
ficult to assess because the available questions (Erskine, 1970) use some-
what different wordings. For instance, 42% in 1970 agreed to criticism
of government, but only 21% would accept organized protest against
the government.

It is notable that data for the early 1970s (Erskine and Siegel, 1975)
indicate rising support for free speech rights of both war dissenters and
communists. In 1973, those finding communists “harmful to American
life” totaled 71%; those objecting to the harmful effects of student
demonstrators totaled 48% (compared to the percentages given above
for 1965 and 1969).

Erskine’s data for freedom of speech with any limitations are summa-
rized in averages for different polls for different years, allowing for a
rough comparison in the following manner: (1) the maximum percent-
age believing in freedom of speech with “nonspecific limitations”
remained relatively stable at 68%–70% between 1938 and 1960, but the
amount of support declined to 61% between 1961–1970. (2) Those
favoring freedom of speech for extremists declined in every decade after
1938 from a maximum of 49% before 1950 and 29% between
1950–1960 to 21% after 1960. Explanation for the differences in these
two trends may be difference in the subjects of questions. For instance,
questions about communists and speeches on any topic predominated
until about 1960. After that questions tended to concern criticism of gov-
ernment and demonstrations against the Vietnam war.

[Tables 17.1 and 17.2 and figure 17.1] focus on trends for the only
questions in the Erskine data which can be compared over time. First,
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Figure 17.1 and table 17.1 present percentages of respondents answer-
ing two similar questions about rights of communists to speak on the
radio between 1943 and 1964. Between 1946–1954 support for Com-
munist Party members’ radio broadcast rights fell 35 points, rising some-
what in the middle 1950s before slumping again. Sheldon’s data support
this indication of three differentiated periods of public opinion in the
1950s.

Second, table 17.2 shows that support for freedom of speech on any
topic was much lower in the early 1940s than in the mid-1940s. The
suggestion of a substantial drop between 1938 and 1941 is supported
by data from another question, on communists’/fascists’ rights to hold
meetings and give speeches (decreasing from less than 35% in 1938 to
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Table 17.1
Opinions on Rights of Communist Party Members to Speak on the Radio
(1943–1964)

Opposed, No
For complete want limited opinion
freedom (%) (%) (%)

“In peacetime, do you think members
of the Communist party in this
country should be allowed to speak
on the radio?” (NORC)

November 1943 48 40 12
November 1945 49 39 12
July 4, 1946 49 39 12
April 1948 36 57 7

“Do you think members of the
Communist party in this country
should be allowed to speak on the
radio?” (NORC)

November 25, 1953 19 77 4
January 21, 1954 14 81 5
January 26, 1956 16 81 3
December 28, 1956 20 77 3
April 26, 1957 17 80 3
January 1964 18 77 5
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between 16%–20% in 1941). A decline occurred during the McCarthy
era with a slight upswing registered after the hearings ended. Two other
questions may be compared with this data. They follow a similar pattern
except that a slight upswing in support for publication of socialist news-
papers did not appear until somewhat later.

The reader should note that these polls utilize two different types of
sampling: (1) quota sampling (prevalent in the 1930s, 1940s, and part
of the 1950s), and (2) the more accurate probability sampling used today.
Results of the two types of techniques are not directly comparable
without compensation for the problems of quota samples (Glenn, 1970).
The major problem is underrepresentation of the lower education,
income, and occupational groups. The correction has not been made in

402 Cecilie Gaziano

Figure 17.1
Percent in favor of Communist Party radio communication [Source: Erskine
(1970: pp. 487–489)].



tables 17.1 and 17.2 (and figures 17.1 and 17.3); however, since the 
data from Erskine show that lower SES groups are consistently less 
tolerant of free speech rights than higher SES groups, the actual results
may be even less supportive of free speech than shown here.

Supreme Court Decisions

Analysis of the 73 Supreme Court decisions included (1) comparison
with lower court rulings, (2) determination of broadness of ruling on
freedom of speech, and (3) analysis of degree of consensus on each 
decision.

First, Supreme Court decisions cannot be predicted from lower court
rulings. Sixty-seven percent of Supreme Court decisions upheld freedom
of speech, in contrast to only 10% of lower court rulings which upheld
it. The high court overturned 66% of lower court decisions limiting free
speech, in contrast to 29% of lower court rulings upholding free speech
which were overturned. (It cannot be determined from this data if the
lower court decisions are representative of lower court positions on free
speech issues, or if they are indicators of which cases are appealed.)

Second, Supreme Court decisions restricting freedom of expression are
concentrated in the period 1950–1961 when the Court made 22 of its
24 decisions restricting the First Amendment, as table 17.2 shows. The
other two adverse decisions occurred in the Vietnam war era.

Third, as figure 17.2 shows also, 14 of the 22 decisions limiting free
speech in 1950–1961 were close (5–4 or evenly divided). In contrast, five
decisions for free speech at this time were close. Two other close pro-
free speech decisions occurred in the Vietnam era (involving communism
and war protest), one in 1959 (a “fascist’s” speech), and one in 1967
(communists’ rights). Close decisions tend to be clustered in two periods,
between 1949 and 1952 and between 1958 and 1961.

Comparison of Poll Data and Court Decisions

The decisions were grouped into six different periods in order to assess
whether or not public opinion and Court decisions varied together.
Rulings upholding an absolutist view of free speech characterize 
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three periods, and rulings restricting free speech typify the other three
periods.

In period 1 (1937–1949), when the seven decisions occurring then all
favored the First Amendment, public support shifted from the somewhat
low levels (35%–40%) of the first six years to the relatively higher levels
of 1943–1946 (50%–65%) before dropping again to about the same
initial levels.

The Court began to take a much more limited view of free speech in
period 2 (1950–1954), upholding such rights in only 21% of the 14 cases
received at this time. Public opinion supporting communists’ rights of
free expression sagged to an all-time low in polling history.

In period 3 (1955–1957) the Court broadened the range of applica-
tion of the First Amendment in all 11 cases, in striking contrast to the
previous period. Public opinion seems to have supported this, although
the upward swing depicted in figure 17.1 is small.

The Court again changed direction in period 4 (1958–1961) when only
half of the 22 cases decided then favored free expression. Since there are
no poll data for this time, it is useful to consult Sheldon’s historical analy-
sis. He contends that a number of groups (“Southern racists, states’ right-
ists, lawyers, many members of the business community, local law
enforcement agencies, the F.B.I. and anti-Communists”) combined forces
in opposition unforeseen by the Court, and they worked through Con-
gress to make their feelings known to the Court. He concludes, “Despite
the continuing argument for curbing the Court, the retreat of 1958–1961
was fairly successful in removing from the arena of constitutional 
politics the one issue—communism—upon which all of the Court’s
opponents could agree.”

Period 5 (1962–1966) evidences a shift in direction again. The Court
rendered rulings favorable to free speech in all eight cases occurring then.
Poll data indicate low support for freedom of speech initially, rising
slightly for communists, and relatively high for dissent against war
(about 60%).

Period 6 (1967–1970) includes 13 cases, two of which restricted First
Amendment rights. Public favor for war protest seems to have declined
relatively rapidly from 1965, when the United States entered the war, to
about 1970, although amount of U.S. involvement peaked in 1968.
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Erskine’s data indicate a great decrease in public favor for war protest,
although questions are not easily compared.

Discussion

The poll data, taken together with the Court decisions, present a picture
of a Supreme Court endeavoring to sustain rights guaranteed by the First
Amendment even when only four persons in ten sanction a broad guar-
antee. When the level of public support dropped below this percentage,
the Court did not seem able to sustain an absolutist approach to the First
Amendment.

Examination of the degree of consensus within the Court provides
further information. There are 23 decisions (almost one-third of the
total) in which the Court was closely or evenly divided.5 Sixty percent
of Court decisions greatly restricted the range of the First Amendment
during two of the periods of strongest public feeling against extremists
(periods 2 and 4). This suggests that the Court felt great strain when
handing down these decisions. The greater strain appears in period 4
(1958–1961) when 91% of decisions not reinforcing the First Amend-
ment were close. Period 2 (1950–1954—which contains the events of a
major war and the McCarthy hearings) depicts less strain as 36% of the
decisions restricting the First Amendment were closely or equally
divided. Of all rulings limiting free speech, 58% were made by a closely
split Court. This analysis suggests that the Court’s holdings limiting the
First Amendment were difficult for the Court to make even when public
opinion buttressed them.
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Table 17.3
For Complete Freedom

College High School Grammar School

1953 26 19 17
1954 20 11 13
1956 (Jan.) 26 13 13
1956 (Dec.) 28 19 16
1957 36 16 10
1964 — — —



Turning to the close decisions upholding the right of free expression,
one can find further support for this contention. There were much fewer
close decisions in this direction—nine. Six of these occurred in a period
of strong public disapproval of communists (four in period 4 and one
each at the beginning and end of period 1). One other took place in a
time of low, but increasing, public favor for extremists’ rights, and the
other two took place at a time of relatively high support for war dis-
senters and low but rising support for communists.

The last evidence to help determine whether or not there is a rela-
tionship between public opinion and Supreme Court decisions is in 
figure 17.3, which is figure 17.1 compared with a graph of the average
percentages of justices voting to upheld a broad guarantee of free speech
in individual cases. The Court’s graph is based on computations of five-
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Figure 17.3
Average percentages of justices voting for broad guarantee of free speech,
compared with public opiniona.



year “moving averages” calculated from the split in decisions shown in
table 17.1 (i.e., a 6–3 decision in favor of the First Amendment = 67%
of the Court favoring free expression. Then all rulings for a year are aver-
aged together, and this result is averaged with results for five-year spans).
Although there is a lack of data for some individual years, the shape of
the graph for the Court is very much like the shape of the graph of public
opinion. The distance between the Court’s and the public’s graphs indi-
cates a Court that was more protective of the free speech constitutional
guarantee than the public. The shape, however, suggests a Court alter-
ing its decisions according to the influence of public opinion. The jus-
tices may have known of the published polls as well as have been reacting
to other public contacts. It is also likely that both the Court and the
public were reacting similarly to some external events such as wars and
the McCarthy hearings.

The Court appears to have been more in tune with highly educated
persons than with the lesser educated when one looks at poll-data break-
down by education (also shown in figure 17.3).6 The graphs of those
with high school and grammar school educations parallel the average for
the public as a whole, although at a lower level. However, the graph for
the college-educated parallels the average for the public at a higher level,
until 1957 when the Court and the college-educated portion of the public
increased support for free speech but lesser-educated segments of the
public decreased their support. The Court’s apparent congruence with
the more highly educated is logical, since members of the Court are more
likely to interact with such persons than with the lesser educated, in both
their professional and personal lives.

Support for the Hypothesis and Conclusions

Aspects of support for the hypothesis developed in the analysis are the
following:

1. when fewer than four in ten members of the public approved of 
a broad guarantee of free speech, the Court restricted the First 
Amendment;

2. when fewer than four in ten members of the public supported the First
Amendment, the Court’s decisions were much more likely to be close
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ones in either direction but especially when rulings were adverse to free
speech;

3. when a low level of public favor for free speech rights of extremists
was rising, the Court was more likely to render decisions upholding the
First Amendment even though less than 50% of the public supported
free speech for political extremists.

First, all of the Court’s decisions restricting the range of application
of the First Amendment occurred during times of low public favor for
free speech, so that the influence of public opinion appears most strongly
in these instances. Sheldon’s evidence argues for great influence of public
opinion in periods 2 and 4, as does Erskine’s data for period 2. It is also
likely that the comparatively large number of cases in these two periods
was at least partially attributable to intense public hostility to free speech
rights of extremists. Public support for free speech rights of war protes-
tors was dropping rapidly at the two times of adverse rulings in period
6. The 1967 case not upholding free speech involved rights of commu-
nists, at a time when communists were not well regarded. The 1968 deci-
sion restricting the First Amendment had elements of violence in it (draft
card burning and incitement of onlookers), so that opinion opposing
nonpeaceful dissent sanctioned this ruling.

Second, all of the rulings upholding an absolutist view of the First
Amendment occurred either at a time of relatively high public recep-
tiveness to free speech for all (the middle of period 1) or at times of 
low, but rising, public favorability (periods 3 and 5). In the latter two
periods upward shifts in public support, although still at low levels,
seemed to provide sufficient backing for decisions upholding free speech
rights. It also appears that the Court was more comfortable in handing
down these decisions because there were only four close ones during
periods 1, 3, and 5. This compares with the large number of close deci-
sions in periods 2 and 4 when public hostility ran high and when many
decisions in either direction (restricting the First Amendment or broad-
ening it) were close.

Third, figure 17.3 provides evidence that public opinion and Court
decisions were related because the shapes of the graphs for the Court
and for public opinion, as measured by polls, were similar. This graph
portrays a 22-year span, almost two-thirds of the time period studied.
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Therefore, for these three reasons, it is concluded that the hypothesis
is supported—that decisions of the Supreme Court involving freedom of
speech for deviant, political groups are correlated with public opinion
on this issue. It is recognized that facts varied in the cases and that cases
arose several years before the Supreme Court decided their final outcome;
however, it is argued that the decisive factor on rulings limiting First
Amendment rights was the level of public sentiment favoring its broad
application.

Notes

1. Model suggested by Phillip J. Tichenor in a conversation on June 1, 1977.

2. The table of cases is available from the author by writing to her c/o 111
Murphy Hall, School of Journalism and Mass Communication, Church Street,
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN 55455.

3. The McCarthy era dates are 1953–1954. The Permanent Investigation sub-
committee of the Senate Committee on Government Operations (the McCarthy
Committee”) began investigation of alleged spying at Fort Monmouth, NJ in
October 1953. Hearings were televised from April 22 through June 17, 1954
(Source: Dictionary of American History).

4. U.S. involvement in the Vietnam war began in 1965 and peaked in 1968, the
year of the Tet offensive. In 1975 the last American troops left Vietnam.

5. During 1955–1957 when public heat had lessened, Burton and Harlan tended
to divide their support, and Frankfurter consistently favored freedom of expres-
sion. During the next period, in which there was intense public opposition,
1958–1961, the same three were most affected, this time withdrawing their
support. Three other members of the Court (Reed, Jackson, and Stewart) show
different voting patterns depending upon which period is examined, a time of
higher public favor for free speech (when they voted for it) or a time of low
public support (when they voted against it). Further, Harlan and Stewart changed
support again in 1967–1968, voting against free speech. These six (Burton,
Harlan, Frankfurter, Reed, Jackson, and Stewart) may be termed “swing men,”
because they switched their positions in times of strong public sentiment against
free speech. Taking consistent positions for a broad guarantee of freedom of
expression were Douglas, Black, Warren, and Brennan. Consistently voting to
limit it were Clark, Vinson, Minton, and Whittaker. The latter four plus the six
“swing men” account for the change in Court voting behavior against freedom
of expression for communists.

Truman appointees had strongest impact on Court conservatism toward free
speech since none of them proved to be pro-free speech for extremists. The 
Roosevelt years produced three “swing men” and two who were pro-free speech,
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and the Eisenhower years contributed two “swing men,” one opposed to free
speech, and two for it.

6. Data on education breakdown in figure 17.3 (from Erskine 1970):

For Complete Freedom

College High School Grammar School

1953 26 19 17
1954 20 11 13
1956 (Jan.) 26 13 13
1956 (Dec.) 28 19 16
1957 36 16 10
1964 — — —

Cases

DENNIS v. United States (1951) 341 U.S. 494.

HAGUE v. C.I.O. (1939) 307 U.S. 496.

SCALES v. United States (1961) 367 U.S. 203.
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18
Facing In: Researchers and Academia

Sandra Braman
2002

Any researcher looking at policy questions must undergo several nego-
tiations in the course of her work. In addition to developing relation-
ships with the institutions that are the subject of study and the publics
to whom one communicates the results of one’s research, a researcher
must negotiate with him or herself regarding the nature of the object of
study and the motivations for undertaking it, and with one’s colleagues
regarding the legitimacy and scholarly value of the work.1 The very
extensiveness of the scholarly literature discussing problems raised for
communication researchers engaged in policy-related work is testimony
of the power of such issues.

Much of the tension raised by doing policy research from an acade-
mic setting is pragmatic. While examining the policy implications of
research results and bringing those insights to the attention of policy-
makers may have great value to society, doing so can impede the career
of an academic by taking time and energy away from the peer-reviewed
publications that are the primary criterion for tenure and promotion.
Even when the scholarly content is rich and irrespective of the rigor of
the research involved, publication in venues accessible to policy-makers
or intended to stimulate and enrich public debate on issues of public-
wide concern usually counts only as “service” at best. The internal con-
tradiction that this presents to universities has recently become a matter
of open debate within academia, for as administrators face growing 
budgetary constraints they increasingly question the value of supporting
communication departments if those units are unable to help resolve the
pressing policy issues raised by changes in the nature of the information
environment.



An intriguing suite of three pieces by Australian cultural policy analyst
Stuart Cunningham offers a picture of what negotiations with academia
can look like when the tensions they produce are expressed to different
audiences. Cunningham is operating within a context in which cultural
policy is at the top of the national agenda because of Australia’s need to
define a cultural home for itself within its essentially Asian economic and
political region, so the political matters he addresses are widely viewed
as pressing. In one piece he translates policy analysis produced for 
government regulators into the terms of scholarship to make his policy-
related work comprehensible to colleagues within academia.2 In another,
he directs an explicit justification for his participation in policy work to
his academic colleagues.3 And in a third he struggles to redefine the schol-
arly turf in such a way that policy-related work would fall inside rather
than outside of it by definition—rather than requiring special justifica-
tion. Thus he pleads with the global cultural studies community to incor-
porate the problem of television violence into their research agendas.4

There are substantive issues as well. Debates over the impact of the
policy context on scholarly work deal both with the question of whether
it advances or impedes the development of theory and with the quality
and design of research that results. There is a spectrum of possibilities:
Carey5 argues that policy analysis is destructive to the study of commu-
nication because it inclines scholars away from the most fundamental
questions about the nature of society that should drive any analysis of
communication. Cunningham6 makes the opposite argument, claiming
that the need to deal with policy-based problems forces theorists to
engage with the full complexities of the world rather than selecting only
certain isolated features for attention. Hawkins7 falls in between, taking
the position that since all scholarly research takes place within a politi-
cal, institutional, social, and economic context that affects the nature of
the questions asked and the ways in which they are pursued policy
research is no different in this regard. And Katz8 suggests that a policy
orientation has no impact on theory development either way.

Negotiating Theory: Policy Impact on Theory Development

Many believe that the relative marginalization of communication among
the social sciences is a result of the fact that it has no theory of its own.
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Though early in the twentieth century a number of sociologists believed
that communication was key to understanding all other social processes,
subsequent work has largely focused either on media as technologies or
on trying to figure out how to make something specific happen (sales, or
elections, or economic development). Particular policy-related ideas may
have such power that in themselves they impede both further theory
development and research into the phenomena and processes with which
they deal.9

Policy Research as a Barrier to Theory Development
For James Carey,10 the most important problem facing scholars in the
field is understanding communication as a fundamental social force, a
task that must start from and contribute to theories of society. Doing
that, he suggests, is the most useful support that can be provided 
to policy-makers. The danger in focusing more narrowly on specific
policy issues, he believes, is that it draws attention away from the 
fundamental questions and thus eviscerates the intellectual effort. Policy
research as a result eviscerates the ability to draw strong thinkers to the
study of communication therefore damages the field as a whole. There
is historical support for his argument, for as Peters11 notes, when the
field turned to policy questions in the 1970s doing so merely added items
to a list of topics without introducing new ideas or forcing theoretical
development.

Carey was moved to consider the problem by Elihu Katz’s12 report to
the BBC in response to a request from that public service broadcaster
for a research agenda. This event was a turning point for communica-
tion policy research, for after long rejecting research input one of the
most important broadcasting organizations in the world had a change
of heart, a policy matter because the BBC is in essence an entity of the
British government. Looking back on the disagreement after almost
twenty-five years, Carey13 comments,

I suppose I have not changed my mind in any essential way, though the issues
are more complex than I admitted at the time. In a brief review of a particular
monograph and a particular moment in the history of communications I
inevitably oversimplified. In retrospect, events in the meantime give some plau-
sibility to what I was trying to say. Beginning not long before I wrote, 
neo-conservatives began an assault on conventional assumptions governing 
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communications at both the theory and policy levels and they have proven deci-
sive. This was not done by concentrating on the policy questions directly but
rather by developing a new understanding of social theory, that is, how it is soci-
eties are put together. William Buckley later explained the success of neo-con-
servatism about as follows, though what is quoted is merely paraphrased.
Conservatism was always clear about its views of the economy and state. Indeed,
its understanding of these two issues came directly from the Enlightenment itself.
However, conservatives had no understanding of social theory and no articulate
view of social problems beyond the market and the authority of the state. The
bringing of sociologists into the conservative movement (at the moment he was
thinking of Moynihan, Glazer, Kristol and Bell, though not all those stayed)
taught us we had to develop a powerful theory of society or our policies for
reform of the economy and the federal government would fail and be unper-
suasive. The analysis they provided was worked out in journals such as The
Public Interest (founded by the above sociologists) at the interstices between 
the educated/policy oriented public and the academic community which did the
actual work.

The response of the left has been in intellectual terms unavailing and uncon-
vincing. The old left has simply kept repeating the story of industrial concen-
tration. While the story has truth nothing of interest has been added to it in fifty
years. I once heard Herb Schiller asked, after a typically blistering condemna-
tion of the “media” the following question: What kind of market in communi-
cations do you want anyway? He had no answer. He obviously didn’t want a
market of any type but how then did he believe the resources of communications
should be allocated or what types of intellectual analysis were necessary to justify
alternative institutional arrangements. But there was nothing there. The new
left—the cultural studies left—had a hundred different analyses of ideology and
of the ideological effects of the media but they didn’t have an ideology of their
own except as negative dialectics. That is, they were against everything but for
nothing; they lacked a theoretically informed vocabulary that pointed in policy
directions because they were not attacking fundamental intellectual problems.

The neo-conservative views are now tired and producing undesirable side
effects but we still lack a viable alternative. So, my original critique largely stands.
You get progress when people attack significant intellectual problems which
derive from the central issues in social theory and only then do you get signifi-
cant policy research and applications.

Structural schisms within academia exacerbate the problem. In most
cases those in political science will have nothing to do with those in
policy fields, and vice versa—political scientists treat the policy folks as
“merely” professional, while those regularly involved with the policy
world consider political scientists to be working so abstractly that often
their work simply does not pertain to the daily world of political deci-
sion making. Communication researchers who incorporate ideas about
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the nature of the political process in their policy work may find that their
alignment with one or the other of these disciplines may make their insti-
tutional lives more difficult. The consequence is that those in political
science committed to development of theory often remain several
removes away from the empirical ground of their ultimate subject matter
and from the experience of working with it, while those trying to think
about how to cope with immediate and pressing policy problems may
never be exposed to the very theories they most need.

Policy Research as a Stimulus to Theory Development
Each of the theoretical perspectives identified as a barrier to policy
research briefly introduced in chapter 1, “The Long View,” however, sug-
gests a way in which attending to policy might in fact move theory
forward. The critique that those who analyze the law in terms of its social
effects fail to influence policy because they lose sight of fundamental con-
stitutional issues may begin with a misunderstanding of that work but
also might be responded to by theoretical efforts to include the consti-
tutional dimension into anaysis of social processes. The claim that policy
analysts tend to underestimate the number and range of variables that
influence policy-making processes suggests the need to develop theories
of the communicative aspects of decision-making and negotiation that
incorporate all of the factors encountered empirically. Issue analyses that
fail to have any effect because they do not take into account the insti-
tutional environments within which those issues—and decision-making
about them—unfold provide a positive impetus to work on three types
of theoretical problems: developing ways of linking theories at different
levels of analysis in general, relating institutional analysis to other types
of social theory in particular, and expending more effort on mid-level 
theories that link abstractions with what happens on the ground.

Though Katz was criticized by Carey for providing recommendations
to the BBC, the Katz oeuvre, like Carey’s, models the value of the devel-
opment of communication theory as the necessary foundation for any
useful policy work. The fact that Katz was asked to propose a research
agenda to the BBC marked a real turn in that governmental organiza-
tion’s attitude towards input from researchers, for only a few years earlier
its director-general described using television license fee funds to support
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academic research as picking people’s pockets to peer into their heads.
The change of heart may have been due to the fact that Katz had been
a broadcaster himself, while the chairman of BBC served as what
Martin14 describes as a “broker” for research, having been an academic
himself. There had been fear of official criticism for not paying more
attention to what researchers have learned, the need for new decisions
to be made in response to social change, and decline in the power of the
norms that had traditionally guided public service television program-
ming. Katz suggests that competition—between the BBC and the Inde-
pendent Broadcasting Authority (IBA)—provided the extra stimulus
necessary to drive the BBC to use any resources it could acquire.

Katz responds to Carey’s critiques by unpacking what happens once
a commissioned report is submitted, an elaborate process in itself involv-
ing multiple players, interests, and constraints that are so important that
those studying policy processes should include such informal negotia-
tions in their definition of the subject. He closes, however, with perhaps
the most astonishing and absolutely the most depressing defense of any
ever offered by communication researchers who do policy analysis—
Carey should not be critical of the BBC report, Katz says, because his
work will have no impact at all.

Theory as a Barrier to Policy Research
Theory itself can actually serve as a barrier to policy research. Work that
starts from the assumption that it is individuals in the audience, not 
the message producer, who create meaning has suggested to many that
a corollary is that policy work is meaningless and doomed to be inef-
fective. Robert Entman15 makes the stunning argument that reliance
upon the First Amendment can itself impede the ability of researchers to
influence policy because of its totemic power: Once the First Amendment
is raised, all other questioning stops and as a result there is neither devel-
opment of theory nor research. The consequences are felt throughout
communication policy, though all federal agencies are required to meet
evidentiary standards to support their regulatory decisions, for example,
the FCC has in practice been exempted from this requirement.

This is an extraordinarily important argument. It offers one among
the reasons for the reliance of the FCC on microeconomic analysis to the
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exclusion of systematic examination of the effects of its decisions upon
the public sphere, and it provides a challenge to researchers to direct
more energy to the effort to examine such effects. Other scholars also
point to unexamined assumptions underlying communication policy—
see, for example, Streeter’s16 analysis of the role of liberal thought. At
times the ideas that serve as blinders to research come from researchers
themselves, as when ideological biases prevent academics from analyz-
ing policy positions in their entirety and their complexity.17

No theory in itself requires abandonment of the policy enterprise.
Work on participatory development, for example, is an explicit attempt
to apply a respect for audience production of meaning to the processes
by which decisions about the nature and uses of a community’s infor-
mation infrastructure are made. Theorization of the global information
infrastructure as produced through local practices18 provides support 
for community-based policy efforts.19 Once the research-stopping effect
of the First Amendment is recognized it is possible to go on to serious
research with the goal of improving national capacity to act upon the
principles the First Amendment embodies.

Negotiating Research: Policy Impact on Research Design and
Implementation

The policy context often adds methodological constraints as well. In
some cases there has been concern that the deadline and other internal
pressures of regulatory agencies may force researchers to drop their 
standards for rigor.20 The disjuncture between the research and policy
discourses means that researchers often find it difficult to cast their the-
oretical questions in ways that can get at the empirical matters of concern
to the policy world, let alone to present the results of their work in genres
accessible to the lay reader with little time.

Administrative versus Critical Research
The shaping of research questions even once an area of shared interest
between the research and policy communities is identified may also be
affected. Lazarsfeld’s21 distinction between administrative and critical
research has provided a focal point for much of the field’s debate over
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the impact on research of a policy orientation, though he was neither the
only nor the first to call for critical work.22 These categories still provide
the poles around which debate over ways in which research and policy
relate to each other revolves. Lazarsfeld presented the distinction as a
contribution to self-reflection within a relatively new area of social
science. Briefly, administrative research is that which intends to improve
the functioning of a communication system within existing parameters,
while critical research is that which strives to provide insights that will
lead to parametric change in the communication system.23 As Lazarsfeld
puts it, administrative research looks at messages that exist, while criti-
cal work looks at those that do not. The value of critical research, he
argues, lies in looking at media in new ways, expanding the range of
questions asked, and enlarging the realm of subjects of which those ques-
tions are asked. 

Though most who have used or written about the distinction since the
original piece see the two types of research in opposition, Lazarsfeld
believed the two could usefully be combined. Doing so, he believed,
would provide intellectual stimulation as well as moral leadership. Less
ambitiously, administrative research could answer questions addressed
to it by critical research and vice versa.24 In demonstration of this 
conviction, Lazarsfeld published books on both qualitative research
methods25 and on quantitative research methods,26 and both types of
researchers pay tribute.27 Despite this openness to qualitative research
methods, most assume that Lazarsfeld’s inability to work with Theodor
Adorno28 was due to the latter’s interest in qualitative aesthetic issues
rather than questions addressable by quantitative survey research.29

However, Lazarsfeld had no difficulty working with at least one other
scholar whose focal interest was aesthetic (Rudolf Arnheim)30—suggest-
ing the problem may instead have been personality driven.

In practice, administrative research tends to view the media as neutral
in effect while critical research is more suspicious of media-based
biases.31 The structural considerations of critical scholars often lead them
to the study of policy itself rather than specific policies. For Slack and
Allor,32 critical research distinguishes itself from administrative in its
concern with ways in which the control of knowledge is central to the
exercise of social power. While administrative research often works at
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the micro-level of analysis (focusing on effects of the media on individ-
uals) and critical at the macro-level (focusing on effects of the media on
society), often institutionally framed problems can be approached
through either perspective.33 Despite Lazarsfeld’s encouragement of col-
laborative or complementary efforts, however, the divide between those
who identify themselves as critical researchers and those who do admin-
istrative research has gotten more extreme over time. The former has
been described as “emancipatory”34 or “utopian”35 and the latter as
“repressive.”

Proportionately, there has been more critical work at the international
level than at the national. It may be easier to conduct critical work in
that environment because researchers pursuing international questions
may be less linked to specific governing structures. The approach was
deliberately taken as the foundation of the UNESCO research program.36

Blumler37 claims European communication researchers were far 
more critical than were Americans through the 1970s, but this claim is
based on examination of only one American journal (the traditionally
empirical Journalism Quarterly). Blumler’s view also oversimplifies a
history in which key figures—beginning with Robert Park early in the
twentieth century—moved back and forth between Europe and the
United States.

Critiques of the administrative/critical distinction have been several.
Because Lazarsfeld’s earliest work was in advertising and he continued
to use quantitative techniques, some felt that he did not truly understand
the difference between doing research into marketing questions and
studying issues dealing with power and politics.38 Lazarsfeld himself sug-
gested that the extreme sensitivity of the media industry to criticism made
analysts in turn so nervous that it reduced the amount of critical work
done.39 The dichotomy is meaningless within a Marxist-Leninist envi-
ronment (as is the distinction between basic and applied research), for
under such conditions generating empirical data of the kind described as
administrative in Western Europe and the United States can in itself be
deeply critical.40 Indeed, the question of which approach provides the
greater challenge to existing power relations may be the reverse of what
has been claimed in recent years in North America and Europe. In
Poland, for example, “critical” research based on Marxist principles
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served to further the government’s goals while positivist empirical work
produced results that were genuinely critical and often led to the destruc-
tion of scholars’ careers because it turned up “inconvenient” data.41 The
distinction is also meaningless when applied to research involving living
populations because of the Hawthorne effect, the effect of research upon
the populations studied. Since the results of all research can and will be
used by policy-makers irrespective of the desires of those who undertake
it, Michaels42 would distinguish only between research that is account-
able and that which is not.

Many define all policy research as critical.43 Meanwhile, ironically,
scholars who positioned themselves as critical in their studies of U.S.
communication policy during the 1980s and 1990s actually argued for
maintenance of the status quo.44 Some suggest a third set of alternatives
between administrative and critical research. The notion of formative
research45 is prescriptive rather than descriptive or critical. The most 
successful use of formative research may have been in production of the
children’s television program, Sesame Street. Other approaches include
attention to ethical issues on the part of empirical researchers, embed-
ding the study of communications within the study of society, and
acknowledging the culture-boundedness of most communication
research.

Policy as Research Design
There are times when governments explicitly use social experimentation
as a policy tool to determine which among alternative approaches might
be most fruitful. This was done in Finland 1960s when Kaarle Norden-
streng’s ideas about how to achieve a better informed and more engaged
polity were put into practice in public radio.46 The Japanese launched a
wide variety of types of experimentation with new information tech-
nologies at the community and organizational levels as soon as the
concept of the information society (which appeared there before it did
in the United States) emerged in the 1960s.47 In the United States, De-
partment of Commerce programs such as Telecommunications and Infor-
mation Infrastructure Assistance Program (TIIAP) and Technology
Opportunities Program (TOP)—abandoned by President George W.
Bush—encouraged community-level experimentation with the use of 
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networking technologies for a decade or so. Recognition of the value of
such experimentation in the United States seems to come and go; while
there was an upsurge of appreciation for it in the late 1970s,48 in the
Homeland Security environment of the early twenty-first century it
appears to be falling away altogether.

The French minitel experiment is a famous example of social experi-
mentation as a policy tool. Just as the Socialists were voted into power
in the early 1980s, the country was shocked by the conclusions of the
globally influential report to the French government on the “computer-
ization” of society by Nora and Minc49 that suggested, among other
things, that U.S.-based corporations controlled the European informa-
tion infrastructure. In response, the Socialists sought to use culture and
communication as tools for social change with the goal, as President 
Mitterand put it in 1981, of democratizing computers rather than com-
puterizing society.50 In a dramatic move, the government launched the
“minitel,” a dumb computer terminal that would be cheap enough to
produce that they could be distributed by the government to French 
citizens for free. The intention was to serve multiple policy goals at once:
If successful, the minitel program would support a domestic industry that
could provide an export niche for France in the global economy; it would
encourage the “informatization” of French citizens; and it would stim-
ulate the development of a French information service industry by cre-
ating a market for the industry from the point of launch. In the end,
however, the difficulties of correctly guessing about trends during periods
of rapid innovation and of launching massive programs rather than small
experiments were vividly demonstrated: It took far longer than projected
to produce enough computers to distribute them as widely as had been
intended; while an information service industry did develop, its strongest
sector was pornography; and by the time production capacity was suf-
ficient to support exports, the personal computer had come into use and
dumb terminals were no longer of interest.

Whether or not specific policies are intended to serve the purposes 
of experimentation, however, researchers may treat them as such. Thus
Dewey reverses the typical relationship between research and policy:
While most assume that research comes before policy-making as an input
into the process, Dewey believes policies should be considered experi-
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mental interventions into social life and the job of researchers is to eval-
uate the results. For Dewey, the very point of social science is to make
a policy difference by opening up new ways of thinking about how to
organize society. The position that social scientists can usefully support
the development of policies, he argues, is a “complete error,”51 for the
social sciences should be complementary to lay analyses of a “self-
guiding society” rather than providing authoritative truths for a “scien-
tific society.”52 Research is a means by which people can come to
understand that their individual actions have consequences for others
besides themselves and thus understand the need to commit to society as
a whole.53 Social sciences therefore should serve diagnostic and norma-
tive roles in addition to prescriptive. Dewey did not convince everyone;
Toulmin54 described this position as “destructive” to the entire project
of philosophy.

Research, too, can be a form of social experimentation that can be
used as a policy tool. The International Development Research Centre
(IDRC), a Canadian nonprofit organization heavily involved in trying to
improve access to the Internet and other telecommunications services
throughout the developing world, foregrounds the Hawthorne effect 
in its work. Rather than denying its reality, the IDRC argues that the
Hawthorne effect enhances the utility of conducting research in support
of policy goals by turning the research itself into another policy tool. The
organization has found this to be a particularly valuable argument for
persuading host policy-makers in the developing world who would 
otherwise not see the point to include research as an important element
of the process by which policies are developed and evaluated.55

Policy Impact on Research Practices
Designing research for policy purposes, especially when undertaken
within the government, can have an impact on research practices as well.
Preston56 found the experience of working inside the Federal Trade 
Commission (FTC) filled with both “peril and promise” after life as a
researcher in an academic institution. Though scholars who had earlier
had the same experience found their work underutilized, by the time
Preston arrived there had been changes in the FTC in terms of its recep-
tivity to research and the types of research it would support. The most
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important shift in the latter area was a turn away from looking just at
the content of advertising in making their determinations about decep-
tion to looking at how they were actually perceived. The FTC not only
began to pay more attention to research in the course of its internal 
deliberations but was also more likely to use research as evidence in the
courtroom, whether prosecuting or defending themselves. Improvement
in the quality of advertising research and interest in corrective advertis-
ing were mentioned as possible reasons for these shifts. Unfortunately,
however, Preston reports that academics who get involved in research 
on advertising for use in the courtroom at times are still so swayed 
by the environment or the money that they may produce interpretations
of results that run counter to what those whose audiences are solely 
academic find. Academics contributed to the rising interest in consumer
protection by the FTC during the 1960s by applying what had been
learned about communications to advertising issues and urging the 
regulatory agency to take up the use of survey research as a means of
refining and applying their policy tools.57 After a couple of decades of
effort in this area, guidelines for researchers began to develop.58

Disjunctures between Policy and Research Discourses
Even the most casual discourse analysis shows that policy-makers and
researchers speak in different tongues. Reeves and Baughman59 read the
history of U.S. communications research through the lens of its interac-
tions with the policy world, identifying several factors that may have 
prevented the results of research from having more impact. Researchers
rarely link their work to actual legislation under discussion, for example,
and tend to underappreciate the degree to which government interest in
the effects of the mass media can actually alter the behavior of media
corporations. Policy-makers were also to blame, being much slower to
take up research dealing with communication policy than were decision
makers in many other areas.

In some cases, however, the impact of communication research on
policy-makers has been surprising and perhaps antithetical to that
intended: Reeves and Baughman report that it was Newton Minow’s
reading of the 1961 Schramm study of television that made him realize
there were potentially prosocial as well as antisocial effects, with the 
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consequence that his critique of television was blunted. They also suggest
that for most of the twentieth century communication researchers and
policy-makers were “out of sync” with each other, asking questions of
the media so different that the two discourses did not meaningfully 
link up. The failure of communication researchers to enter the policy
conversation regarding digital technologies would be an important 
contemporary example of this.

Brown60 argues that more attentive reading of the policy discourse 
by academics could lead to engaging more fully and productively with
policy-makers. When then-FCC Chair Mark Fowler provided an intel-
lectual justification for the shift to a market orientation as the principle
that would guide broadcast regulation in a law review article published
in 1982,61 there was enormous outcry from scholars whose theoretical
position, ideology, and/or simple reading of the law felt that in doing so
the regulatory agency was abandoning its mandate to make decisions in
accordance with the public interest. Brown’s analysis of the Fowler
argument and academic responses to it showed that while Fowler had
presented a complex set of ideas that included acknowledgment of the
limits beyond which such an approach need not go, scholarly discussion
dealt only with the first point of many. In so doing, Brown argues, those
opposed to the shift in regulatory stance actually provided support 
for the move by permitting discussion of the limits of the marketplace
approach to drop away rather than forcing Fowler and others to carry
through on all dimensions of the position as first articulated.

Discussion

The study of policy analysis itself, what Browne62 calls the “analysis of
analysis,” and Dutton63 refers to as “metapolicy,” places a larger frame
around the frustrations researchers who would like to see the results of
their work inform policy experience on a daily basis. From this per-
spective, three features of the discussion about the intellectual impact 
of engagement with policy matters become of interest. In each case it
becomes clear that the limitations of policy-oriented research lie not with
the subject matter or the endeavor, but with the intellectual equipment
brought to bear upon it.
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First, both ends of the spectrum of positions in the debate over whether
or not a policy orientation impedes or stimulates theoretical development
assume that those engaging in policy analysis must limit their intellec-
tual scope in particular—though never discussed—ways. Such oversim-
plifications fail to map onto the history, let alone the possibilities for
future work. Schon and Rein64 provide a review of several stages in the
history of policy analysis, each of which added another layer to the 
range of analytical tools used. “Policy science” as developed by Lasswell
and others following World War II treats the choice among approaches
to the resolution of specific problems as the central question, tends 
to assume the policy-maker is a rational actor, and relies heavily 
upon techniques such as cost-benefit analysis. In the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, a tradition of political analyses of policy problems arose in
which policy-making came to be seen as a process of contention among
multiple interest groups vying for the control over definition of the 
policy problem and the allocation of resources in their resolution. Viewed
in this manner, policy outcomes are the products of a competitive politi-
cal game such as the “ecology of games” described by Dutton.65 A third
approach began to appear in the late 1970s that flourished in the 1980s,
which started from the assumption that policy-making is a game of con-
flicting interests and powers and developed theories of mediated negoti-
ations for analytical use. Once attention had turned to the negotiation
as critical to understanding how policy issues are resolved, discourse
analysis became important. Schon and Rein add an additional layer of
analysis of the frames within which policy discourses are cast, and 
Foucault’s approach to governmentality adds another layer of cultural
analysis as the context for discourse frames. Today the entire range 
of social theory is being used in the course of policy analysis, with each
critique serving to direct attention to what may have been previously
unexamined assumptions.

Second, policy analyses are often critiqued as intellectually thin
because they often address only one piece of the complex picture that is
the stuff of policy-making processes. Salmon66 notes, for example, that
though campaign theory is often turned to policy ends, such as the design
of campaigns to achieve health goals like reducing the incidence of AIDS,
it most often stands alone in reseachers’ hands. Pointing out that most
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analyses of health campaigns treat them as independent variables that
might be manipulated to achieve different outcomes (what he calls theory
“for” campaigns), Salmon suggests they are also dependent variables that
are the outcome of particular configurations of social, political, and ide-
ological forces peculiar to a social system at a given point in time (theory
“of” campaigns). Combining these two types of analyses can provide
insights regarding just when campaigns are likely to be more or less 
effective than other types of policy tools and enable policy-makers to
evaluate them relative to other options.

Third, oversimple analyses of policy positions are another way in
which engagement might impede theoretical development but this, too,
is a matter that is in the hands of researchers rather than necessarily
determined by the policy environment itself. In an example discussed
above, evidence of this can be found fairly early in the conversation
about whether or not the market should govern FCC decision making
regarding broadcasting. That discourse quickly became polarized, with
the loss to the discourse of complexity and nuance.

In sum, policy analysis is not limited in its theoretical richness and 
at its best grapples as profoundly with fundamental questions about 
the nature of society as does any other specialization within the social
sciences. Critiques of policy analysis that does not reach this level need
to be heard; the most useful response to this critique is not to walk 
away but rather to struggle to bring the best that social theory has to
offer to the effort to resolve social problems.

The institutional problems facing researchers who wish to engage with
the world of policy are more difficult to resolve because the solutions are
not within the hands of individuals. The same technological innovation
that has created such a need for the input of communication researchers
into policy-making, however, is forcing universities to reconsider their
functions and their relations to related institutions such as publishers and
libraries. As relations among these information industries are renegoti-
ated and the boundaries redrawn, it is a relatively good time to intro-
duce into the discourse the need to reevaluate treatment of policy work
by scholars so that personal career considerations might become less of
a barrier.
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19
The Ambiguity of Policy Research

James W. Carey
1978

The oft-felt danger [is] that research itself has become a menace, . . .
a semantic crucifix warding off modern vampires of public and 
political pressure.

The publication of Elihu Katz’s report for the BBC on priorities in broad-
casting research is an important though ambiguous event. The impor-
tance is easy enough to state. First, Katz is among the most distinguished
senior scholars in communications and his attempt to shape the contours
of the field while advising the BBC merits serious attention. Second, the
BBC is perhaps the most distinguished broadcasting organization in the
world. Its willingness to support Katz’s inquiry and to encourage and
support basic research signals a new period of cooperation between
broadcasters and researchers: a movement beyond deténte or the part-
nership in an official estrangement toward active cooperation and mutual
support. Third, the report itself proposes a number of important lines of
investigation, some of which we have long recognized but delayed
because of short funds, the absence of sponsorship, and a failure of nerve
and method. Many of the proposals are, however, quite novel and will
be mined by students and researchers for years to come and with quite
productive results. Finally, the report is peppered, and I can’t emphasize
this too strongly, with sharp observations concerning broadcasting, 
communications, and the research process.

Yet there are ambiguities in the argument presented and dangers in 
the report itself. Rather than concentrate on the individual proposals, I
would like to present some reactions to the report as a whole: to the
directions it seems to impel the field, to the underlying assumptions in
the argument, and to the circumstances of its creation. While I have



exceptional respect and admiration for Professor Katz, I think it is 
necessary to dwell on the problems the report creates rather than on 
the more obvious opportunities it presents.

There is a danger, first of all, that the report will be taken as defini-
tive rather than merely suggestive, a statement of fact rather than an invi-
tation to argument. Katz clearly states throughout that the proposals
represent one man’s vision of the needs of the field, albeit a vision shaped
by extensive conversation with BBC personnel and British and American
researchers. While Katz is an unusually gifted and sympathetic inter-
preter of the work of others, they remain his interpretations of what was
said and his statement of priorities. And, as I hope to show, some of the
interpretations are quite arguable.

The danger is that in an intellectual community hungry for ideas, in
which an oversupply of researchers chases an undersupply of research-
able notions, the Katz proposals are likely to have an impact which, if
not definitive, is nonetheless powerful. His own reputation plus the spon-
sorship of the BBC might shortcut the careful and sustained argument
that will be necessary if the research community, like a collective char-
acter from a Stephen Leacock poem, is not to leap upon its horse and
set off simultaneously in several directions. Of course, this says more
about a persistent quality of the field than about the proposals.

The arguable assumptions of the Katz report center on three areas: the
nature of policy research and of the BBC assignment, the history of mass
communication research implicit in the report which provides the 
background to the proposals, and the isolation of the proposals from
any informing social theory, that is, the decision to make the report 
theoretically eclectic. Let me take each in turn.

The proposals were developed to meet criteria stated in advance by the
BBC: “to take account of past and ongoing work in Britain and 
elsewhere, and have policy and/or editorial implications for the BBC.”

While Katz interpreted this charge as broadly as possible, the neces-
sity of recommending research that had policy implications for the BBC
is felt throughout the report in the definition of problems and in the
details of the proposals. It was possible for him to accept the charge from
the BBC because he assumes that “what the broadcaster would like to
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know . . . is not so different from what the social scientist would like 
to know.” We need not necessarily agree with that assumption or with
the parallel assumption that the active cooperation of professional
broadcasters and researchers will benefit both broadcasting and 
scholarship.

By accepting the policy framework, the Katz report is not an encour-
agement to “rethink” television or a call for scholarship about it—it is
a call for research on it. That call must pretty much assume the existing
social structure and political arrangements and the existing role televi-
sion plays in our personal, political, and cultural life. We are back in the
bind of administrative and critical research. Policy research must assume
that TV is a policy problem, that we need to know how to get television
to operate more effectively and with less danger and abrasion. It cannot,
for example, raise, even in fantasy, the question of whether television
should be abolished or that the trouble is not in the messages or in the
institutions but in the medium itself. Nor can the proposals start from
the far less radical notion that, at the very least, the role television plays
in social life has to be decisively cut back. Similarly, the specific research
proposals developed within a policy framework must pretty much study
television directly. However, we have learned that it is often best when
studying television to ignore the medium in order to concentrate on the
leisure behavior, states of consciousness, social structures, and political
phenomena with which television intersects.

Let me be fair. Katz realizes this more than most and his restless 
imagination and intelligence keep expanding beyond the limits of his
assignment. Many of his most important proposals concern the study of
ordinary conversation, conventional conceptions of time, and the struc-
ture of differentiation in modern societies. But the policy stipulation does
lead to a real danger: the policy priorities are not the same as the intel-
lectual priorities and when the actual research is funded, it will be the
latter that will be abandoned. Such action, in turn, augments the oft felt
danger that research itself has become a menace, that it functions merely
as symbol and talisman: not an attempt to get real understanding but a
symbol of an organization’s rectitude and progressiveness and simulta-
neously a semantic crucifix warding off modern vampires of public and
political pressure.
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But the policy framework bespeaks a deeper problem. It is possible,
as the report shows, to frame theoretical speculation and empirical
inquiry in terms congenial to both professional broadcasters and com-
munications researchers. This is because a silent embrace has been
growing up between these two communities. But is this embrace benefi-
cial to scholarship and society? I do not think it produces any necessary
or potential benefits for scholarship.

In fact, I think a better case can be made that scholarship, like many 
of the arts, flourishes when it stands in determined opposition to 
the established order.

If you are in opposition, you have to work very much harder to get a
hearing at all and that extra effort makes the critical difference. But,
more importantly, to attract and hold major scholars, the field of com-
munications must formulate puzzles and dilemmas that are intellectually
challenging and provocative. While questions of policy research can at
times also be intellectually interesting, that is not necessarily the case. In
economics there was such a happy moment with the simultaneous failure
of classicial theory to account for unemployment and the policy ques-
tions surrounding “the great depression.” No such happy moment has
yet occurred in communications. It is not so much, as Bernard Berelson
once charged, that the field has lost its major figures but that it has not
attracted enough people of unusual ability. To attract such people major
intellectual questions must be on the agenda.

Formulating research priorities in terms of policy research is not likely
to improve the situation for the research is grounded in institutional
needs, not in the theoretical dispute or persistent intellectual dilemmas.
While there are some intellectually interesting proposals in the Katz
volume, much of the research called for, even if of value to a broad-
casting organization, is intellectually trivial, in the precise sense that 
it does not address as the first order of business theoretical dispute or
intellectual puzzles.

If the embrace of the research and broadcasting community places 
limitations on scholarship, it may also be socially damaging. There is an
often conscious struggle in modern societies over who is to control
broadcasting: the state, the public, commercial institutions, professional
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broadcasters. Social scientists have become one of the status groups in
the fray. There are shifting coalitions among these groups depending
upon time, place, and circumstance. The status interests of broadcasters
and researchers are often in sharp conflict and those interests in turn lead
to sharp differences in research priorities and, above all, in the interpre-
tation and application of data. The Katz report tends to fudge those 
conflicts in order to produce a marriage. But that fudging in turn leads
to a devitalizing of research questions. Were Katz successful it would rob
society of the one useful role scholars can perform: the statement of prob-
lems, issues; and solutions in terms that are outside and opposed to the
established center of power and authority. That scholars have been badly
corrupted on this matter is no argument to extend the corruption.

The second problem derives from the history of mass communication
research that Katz assumes as background and occasionally moves 
to the center of focus.

The history, which I must strip down to the point of burlesque, goes
something like this. Early work on mass communications concentrated
on the question of effects and built a model of the powerful influences
of the media. Subsequent research, in the forties and fifties, systemati-
cally cut this model down to size, hedging in and modifying the 
claims for powerful effects, with empirical data showing the relative inef-
fectiveness of the media in producing fundamental changes: in short,
building a model of “limited effects.” At this point Katz felt the field
was, in a well-known phrase, “withering away.” Subsequently, attention
shifted to the needs of the audience leading to a growth in uses and 
gratifications research. Then in the sixties the image of the powerful 
mass media returned because of the impact of McLuhan and other 
scholars and the rejoining of communication research to the problem of
public opinion.

There is nothing startling in this history and it is correct as far as it
goes. But it omits two critical elements. The history of mass communi-
cation research is more than the history of “findings,” the history of the
autonomous processes of theoretical and empirical development. The
history of mass communication research must include, as a parallel, a
history of the changing world of mass communications: of the purposes
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to which these institutions are put, the audiences that gather to them,
the social structures they more or less shape. In terms of this latter
history, it can be argued that the basic reason behind the shift in the
argument about effects from a powerful to a limited to a more power-
ful model is that the social world was being transformed over this period,
transformed by a series of cycles moving around a linear trend. That is,
the basic model for studying communication effects is that of business
cycles: the inflation and deflation of effects around a linear historical
movement. Powerful effects of communication were sensed in the 
thirties because the Depression and the political currents surrounding the
entrance into war created a fertile bed for the production of certain 
kinds of effects. Similarly, the normalcy of the fifties and sixties led to a
limited effects model. In the late sixties a period of war, political discord
and inflation again conspired to expose the social structure in funda-
mental ways and to make it permeable by the media of communication.
These cyclical movements occurred around a fundamental social process,
however: the progressively deeper penetration of the media into the
social structure and its constitutent institutions. One need only look at
the role of popular culture and the media in the schools, for example.

The history of communication effects, however, intersects at every
point with the history of communication researchers: their interests
and implicit ideological position.

When I say the “interests” of researchers, I mean that often maligned
word in a dual sense: the problems which interest researchers and the
self-interest, particularly the status interests of researchers. I elsewhere
argued, with a colleague, Albert Kreiling, that the shift from a powerful
effects model to a limited effects model paralleled a shift in the outlook
of social scientists from a prophetic to a priestly class: from a group of
outsiders hurling barbs at established society to a group of insiders.
Researchers were joined to the establishment and research underwent
what Kenneth Burke called a “bureaucratization of the imaginative.”
This incorporation in turn paralleled a depoliticization of the social
structure, a declaration of the end of ideology and a convergence 
of status interests between university researchers and other powerful 
elements within society. In turn the re-politicalization of the social 
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structure in the late sixties was marked by the decided tension between
these groups, a slight but significant radicalization of faculties, a re-
attentiveness to propaganda and manipulation, and the growing neces-
sity within universities under the force of students (and the drying up of
federal funds) of adopting critical and prophetic stances. But researchers
retained certain status interests however realigned: look, for example, 
at the differing tones and conclusions of the commission reports on
pornography and violence.

The point is a simple one: the problem of communications effects 
is a diachronic not a synchronic one. The failure to grasp this leads 
to a deeper theoretical weakness. Katz continues to press for a natural
science of communication, a science wedded to causal and functional
models, revealing universal needs of persons and societies, stating 
invariant laws. That this model has pretty much exhausted its usefulness
is, I think, clear. As I tried to briefly exemplify above, we need a model
that is throughly historical and reflexive: a model in which the history
and intentions of the observer are part of the history and meaning of the
observed.

Finally, these weaknesses come down to one overriding consideration:
the absence in the volume of any informing relation between 
communication and social theory.

The proposals themselves can only be described as eclectic, despite
Katz’s efforts to categorically order them. Eclecticism can be a virtue and
it never is the worst of intellectual sins. Yet the decision to draw 
proposals out of a wide variety of theoretical positions—structuralism,
phenomenology, functionalism, organization theory, etc.—inevitably has
given the work a sense of inconsistent backgrounds, a gnawing uncer-
tainty as to what the program, if rigorously pursued, would add up to,
if anything, in intellectual terms. The inconsistency of backgrounds is
masked by Katz’s rhetorical transformation of proposals into categories.
But this also masks the fact that the proposals as a whole contain a social
theory, a theory which is never exposed and therefore cannot be 
critiqued. I suppose we could call it a BBC view of the world, a form of
democratic meliorism. But the insinuation rather than the statement 
of this theory makes an important point: any adequate theory of 
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communication or any set of proposals must derive from an underlying
theory of society.

There are only two directions to go in this matter. One can develop a
theory of communication and a program of research from a theory of
society or one can develop a theory of communications that is explicitly
a theory of society. You can start from Marx or Kenneth Burke. But the
point is that powerful and fundamental work in this field, as in the other
social sciences, will only proceed under the reflexive guidance and criti-
cism of such theory. Without such a theory the proposals in the Katz
volume will fragment into so many atomized investigations which never
produce an informing vision of the relation of broadcasting to society,
to social stratification and group psychology, to, most importantly, the
growth of a human culture. And that consequence is itself a theoretically
guided political intervention.

Lastly, the proposals as put forward will fail to capture in research the
major currents of contemporary life and the involvement of broadcast-
ing in them. In failing to do this they will also fail to meet the minimal
demand on scholarship: that it attach the life of the citizen and scholar
to the fundamental currents of social change of which broadcasting is
such an important part. I do not think this set of proposals, taken as a
whole, as an imaginative program, will attach history to biography or
produce an informing and reliable knowledge of mass communication.
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Get Out of the Car: A Case Study on the
Organization of Policy Research1

Elihu Katz
1979

In 1970, UNESCO joined with the Centre for Mass Communication
Research at the University of Leicester in sponsoring a seminar on 
broadcaster-researcher relationships (Halloran and Gurvitch, 1971). The
meeting left no doubt about the suspiciousness, even hostility, with which
British broadcasters regard social research, even if one could also observe
a degree of mutual recognition—both personal and professional—which
is quite uncharacteristic, I thought, of relations in the United States
between top network executives and communications researchers. This
was the occasion on which Charles Curran, then director general of the
BBC, coined the well-remembered metaphor that the use of funds from
the license fee (the levy on radio and television sets which supports
British Broadcasting) for academic research was tantamount to picking
peoples’ pockets to peer into their heads.

Five years later, the BBC—still under Charles Curran—asked me to
commute to London over an extended period in order to prepare an
“agenda for new projects of social research in the field of broadcasting
which would (1) take account of past and ongoing work in Britain and
elsewhere, and (2) have policy/editorial implications for the BBC.” Sir
Charles presided at the public lecture I gave upon submission of my
report (Katz, 1977). The lecture was entitled “Looking for Trouble.”
Title notwithstanding, there followed an announcement of the BBC’s
resolve to explore ways of establishing a Trust (foundation) for the
purpose of pursuing the lines of enquiry outlined in the Report.

In what follows, I want to reflect on how—some would prefer
whether—this change of heart came over the BBC. I want to repeat what
I have said elsewhere about some of the commonalities that I think I 



discerned in interviewing broadcast policy-makers about their concerns
and communications researchers about their projects. I will outline
briefly some of the sorts of proposals I put forward and some of the orga-
nizational problems implicit in their implementation. I will speak about
reactions to the Report, and to the BBC’s resolve, as they emerged from
various quarters, and will dwell on what has been accomplished so far
in the attempt to institutionalize the BBC’s decision. I will conclude by
reviewing certain problems of the organization of policy research which
will emerge, explicitly, as we proceed.

Why the BBC Asked

The Leicester meeting was only another bit of evidence of the strained
relations between British broadcasters and researchers. Thus, Tom Burns’
new book on the BBC is based on field work done in 1963 with the
consent of the BBC which then refused publication (Burns, 1977). Ten
years later, in an act of contrition, the BBC invited Burns back to look
again and to publish without interference. The industry outcry over 
Halloran’s study of media coverage of the anti-Vietnam demonstration
in Grosvenor Square is another example (Halloran, Elliot and Murdock,
1970). A more recent example is the impassioned reaction of broad-
casters and even legal action against the Glasgow University Media
Group (1976) over publication of their book, Bad News, a study of the
treatment of industrial relations on British television. I am not here
arguing the merits of these particular studies—or indicating where I take
issue with them. My object, rather, is to point, first of all, to the critical
character of much of British research on broadcasting; secondly to the
degree of attention paid by broadcasters to academic research; and
thirdly, to what most observers would agree to be a pattern of defen-
sive overreaction, particularly on the part of the BBC. The British take
broadcasting seriously, and react to criticism even more negatively than
Lazarsfeld (1948) noted to be the case in American media.2

Why, then, did the BBC ask me to prepare an agenda for the further
development of social research on broadcasting? (Some people would
prefer to ask why the BBC asked me)3 before agreeing to the project, and
during the rounds I made of both broadcasters and researchers, a number
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of reasons emerged. I do not wish to give the impression that the eighty
or more BBC executives with whom I spoke expressed a desperate need
for social research, but what I think I heard is as follows:

1. For the first time, the Chairman of the BBC was (still is) an 
academic. A distinguished scientist, Sir Michael Swann noted with 
surprise how little use the BBC had for, and made of, academic research.
His support was central to my undertaking. Nevertheless. I might 
not have been asked anyway if it were not for the coincidence that 
senior staff members thought I might actually be able to understand 
them because of the time, however brief, I had spent as a television 
executive.

2. The Annan Committee—the latest in a series of national commissions
on the future of broadcasting—was due to report in 1977. The BBC had
reason to expect that it might be criticized in the Report (Committee,
1977) for negligence in its support of social research, apart from the
notable work of its own Audience Research Department. While my
project could not possibly affect either the BBC’s submissions to Annan,
or the Annan Report itself, there were brownie points to be gained in
the announcement of the BBC’s initiative and possible preemptive value
in having a program of action ready in anticipation of Annan. As it turns
out, the Annan recommendations on research are rather weak, and, 
ironically, in public discussion, Lord Annan has joined forces with those
who see most British communications research as a destructive force.4

3. Broadcasting in Britain often finds itself under heavy criticism. 
I am not now referring to the criticism of researchers, but to that of 
Parliament or public broadcasters for deprivation, discrimination, 
disloyalty, and other sins. These are familiar cries, of course, but they
resound more loudly, perhaps, with the decline in established authority
including the traditional authority of broadcasting itself and the rise of
new groups which demand recognition. Thus, broadcasting must take
account of the revival of regionalism; of the revolt of the demographic
groups—age, sex and class; and of calls for decentralization in public
life. There is need for independent examination of allegations of bias,
for example. Broadcasters sense an increasing dependence on academic
research in these respects, and are trying to overcome their suspicion of
the researchers.
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4. There is a further irony in the decline not only of the traditional
authority of broadcasting but of the very norms to which such author-
ity can appeal, when it has to appeal. I am thinking specifically about
the concepts of objectivity. If social science is gradually convincing the
world that reality is a social construction, on what base can journalism,
including broadcast journalism, rest its theory of itself as mirror of
reality? Ultimately the professionalization of journalism depends on
grounding in the methods and philosophy of social science, and there is
some awareness of this dependence among sensitive broadcasters, in their
desire to cope with challenges to receive professional practice.5

5. Much more pervasive, however, is the concern over whether British
broadcasting is fulfilling its mission in the service of the commonwealth.
Although I have been criticized—as will be manifest—for naively assum-
ing that a professional group can be seriously dedicated to the public
interest, I insist that I repeatedly heard this expression of concern, even
anxiety, over whether the BBC was living up to its mission. Is television
news understandable? Is there social danger in the show of violence? Do
current affairs programs make political participation more efficacious?
Has the displacement of print negatively affected the rational processing
of information? These academic-sounding questions were not only put
to me explicitly by members of the BBC but were being debated publicly
by broadcasters in professional forums and even in the daily press. It was
these sorts of expressions of concern which strengthened me in the con-
viction that researchers and (public) broadcasters are not very far apart.
Here again, I think, one can discern something of the seriousness with
which British broadcasters treat relevant academic research, even when
they scoff.

6. I do not wish in all this high-sounding talk to underestimate the in-
fluence of competition on the curious emergence of BBC interest in broad-
casting research. The BBC and IBA have become increasingly competitive,
and despite all of the legal and moral restraints on this competition, there
is a constant striving to beat the other side. At its best, this is competi-
tion for excellence—at a level to which popular culture has only rarely
been treated. At its worst, or in-between, it is just plain old competition
for attention (and associated perquisites of power and glory and cash),
using all the tools that both sides can command, including research.
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What I Proposed

I am convinced not only that there is interest in the BBC in research for
the reasons mentioned, but that research has something to say to these
policy/editorial concerns. Unfortunately, I cannot make room here to 
talk about new developments in communications research—particularly
in the conceptualization of effect—which make such an alliance seem
promising. Let me say only that the thrust of research, as I see it, is
moving toward a definition of the role of the media in the construction
of reality; this is a classic concern, of course, but has only recently been
given operational form. It is very far from the definition of effect as
change of attitude, opinion or action.

In response, I proposed an agenda of studies, which broadcasters and
researchers would find mutually interesting. I emphasized that this was
a personal selection, and given the audience for my Report, attempted
to group the studies together under headings that the broadcasters, rather
than the academics, would find congenial. Thus, the studies are grouped
under the headings of programming fantasy (entertainment); program-
ming reality (relating to news and current affairs) and programming
identity. There are three more general sections which deal with overall
problems of media attributes, audience dynamics and creative organiza-
tions. I shall not elaborate on these either.

What I would like to emphasize, rather, is my suggestion that the
studies proposed fall roughly into three different types, each of which
implies a rather different kind of relationship between broadcasters and
researchers.

One kind of study—the most familiar—I call evaluation. It answers
the question “How are we doing?” In the present context, it would ask,
for example, what people remember and understand of this evening’s
news, whether they see connections among the items, whether they put
what they see and hear to use of any sort—in conversations with family
and friends, for example. It implies a certain closeness of relations
between researchers and broadcasters in the traditional manner of survey
research, and in the sense that competition may require a certain hus-
banding of information, for a time (though not forever). In many cases,
such evaluation research will lead to experimental intervention in 
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production such as trying a different format for a news program to see
whether recall and understanding can be improved for a particular
group.

A second kind of study I call critical. It answers the question, “What
are we doing?” Ideally, it requires distance between broadcaster and
researcher in the sense that the researcher must be free to define the latent
messages and latent functions that broadcasting may have. This is the
place for investigation of the allegation that British television presents
labor as action—in the process of agitation and troublemaking—and
management as surrounded by the furniture of authority and the halo of
statistics. It is the rubric which invites inquiry into the hypothesis that
the message of the media is that the world is a dangerous place, or alter-
natively, that the media are spokesman of the status quo, assuring one
and all that the world, or at least our side of it, is in good hands. It
would address the allegation that the broadcasting of terror supports
terror. Stuart Hall of Birmingham University has proposed an empirical
study of some of the more famous of these latent messages which have
been accumulating since the days of the Frankfurt School (Adorno and
Horkheimer, 1973), including his own hypothesis about the latent effect
of the television rule that every issue has two sides. This is also the place
where the image of woman or of biased treatment of religious, racial, or
political groups, would be addressed. We are very short of innovative
methods on this front, however, to marry semiology to content analysis
and content analysis to viewers’ perceptions.

The third type of study is called diagnostic. It answers the question,
“What should we be doing?” It implies a constant scanning of the needs
of society and a response to the question of whether broadcasting is (or
should be) addressing itself to the needs so discovered. Understanding
why people like to see violent stories would be an example. The BBC lit-
eracy program is another. No attention has been paid by broadcasting
to the presence of a distinct group of illiterates in the midst of British
society, but having identified such a group, an effort has now been
mounted by the BBC’s Further Education Department—aided by a grant
from the Ford Foundation—to marry volunteer tutors with volunteer
tutees by means of a sort of dating service supported by radio programs
(for tutors) television programs (for tutees) and textbooks. The rise of
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regionalism—the desire for regional identity and accent—and what to
do about it is yet another example of a newly identified need.

The solution to problems of this kind lie not only in identifying 
problems and making decisions, but often in making programs about
them. Collaboration of the Sesame Street sort (Palmer, 1973), now
known as formative research, implies relationships between producers
and researchers. Moreover, the final product, typically, is not a report
but a program.

Reactions I: The BBC and Broadcasting Industry

Taking my agenda as the programmatic basis for a new Trust (founda-
tion) is the BBC’s translation, not mine. I was uncertain—more at first
than now—that this was the right answer, i.e., whether the different
kinds of work I proposed should have a single patron rather than being
decentralized functionally, in the Audience Research Department, in Uni-
versity research centers and in new organizational forms like the Work-
shop which produced Sesame Street. It may well be, however, that the
BBC’s idea of a Trust may have some special wisdom. It is an attempt
to create a body that will both be close enough to the policy process, but
not identical with the policy-makers; one that will be committed to pub-
lication, though not always immediately. It is almost as if the BBC had
insight into Coleman’s (1972) Dilemma.

Discussion of the Report within the BBC was positive, more positive
than might have been expected. There were reservations and objections,
some acrimonious, and it is interesting to remark that divisions of the
BBC which have lesser power—Radio 4, BBC2, Further Education and
the like—expressed more interest than the powerful directors of BBC. It
is also likely that the higher echelons of the Corporation would be more
interested than the rank and file producer who has more anxiety about
being studied.

While the official BBC response was very supportive, certain problems
began to loom as soon as the statement was published. On the positive
side, management and Board of Governors had taken affirmative action,
and a very senior staff member was put in charge of the project. On the
other hand, the first stories that were given to the press associated the
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new enterprise with the effects of violence and allied public concerns in
a way which satisfied the journalists and moralists but misrepresented
the place of such matters in the Report. The official pronouncement also
made clear that the BBC wished to ally itself with others in establishing
the new organization. By this the BBC was saying that it would con-
tribute only part of the necessary funds, perhaps only a small part, thus
making the establishment of the project contingent on the response of
others.

Which others? At first there was hope that the IBA would join as a
partner. But that does not seem to be happening. Competition is one
explanation. The fear of junior-partnership may be lurking here, as a
result of the BBC’s seeming unwillingness to share its ideas at an earlier
stage. There may also be a lesser willingness for research by the very
prosperous production companies which are federated and controlled by
the IBA; the IBA depends on the companies almost as much as it depends
on them and, if I am correct, the companies are less intellectually curious
and less concerned with public service than is the BBC. There is likeli-
hood of ad hoc collaboration on particular projects however.

Thought has been given to joining with the public broadcasting orga-
nizations of similar structure in other European countries. Indeed, the
research situation in a number of countries is quite similar: the broad-
casting organization(s) typically has a research division of its own—
sometimes two—to conduct ratings and to do other kinds of research.
In addition, there is usually some sort of Social Science Research Council
which awards ad hoc grants for research on broadcasting to academic
institutions which, however, have no continuing relationship—and
hardly even dialogue—with the broadcasters. Thus, structurally, the 
kind of linking function conceived for the Trust might be usefully
extended across the borders. Substantively, too, the problems are similar
enough to warrant comparative study—or, sometimes, even the delega-
tion of a problem to study in one country for generalization to others.
But this kind of internationalism may yet be somewhat cumbersome and
premature.

Foundations in Britain and elsewhere are likely partners and indeed a
number have expressed interest in joining forces or offering support. This
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is an important development but requires caution if researchers are not
to be alienated, as will be noted below.

Whether the trust will actually happen however, is still uncertain: the
next few months will tell whether the right combination of partners and
a sufficient amount of cash have been assembled. If it does happen, it
will probably take the following form: It will almost certainly start small,
and may want to stay small. It will see itself in two roles, as broker or
matchmaker, and as chaperone. As a broker, it will seek to link broad-
casters’ policy problems with those of interested academic researchers
and vice versa. In other words, it will attempt to search out and address
problems of policy which will interest serious researchers by encourag-
ing both sides—researchers and broadcasters—to make their concerns
explicit to each other. Where possible, it will support such work directly;
where not, it will seek outside funding for such projects. At the same
time, it will act as a kind of chaperone, making certain that the proper
distance is kept between the parties to the affair, sometimes insisting 
on minimal contact to preclude contamination, sometimes encouraging
closeness. It will, in all instance, insist on communication between the
partners at key points in the joint enterprise.

Some things have already begun. Four preliminary projects have been
commissioned by the BBC itself even before the Trust is officially struc-
tured and inaugurated. Two of these—one on understanding the news,
another of a more formative kind requiring close interaction between
producers and researchers—are being directed by visiting scholars. A
third project, based at Leeds, has to do with audience dynamics and a
fourth project is being conducted by BBC Audience Research. Effort has
been made to enlist appropriate counterparts among the broadcasters for
each project.

Another possible outcome of the BBC’s response so far is the prospec-
tive establishment of a second permanent University center of commu-
nication research. To date, Leicester is the only major University with an
endowed center not exclusively dependent on project financing. To the
credit of its director, it must be said that the call from Leicester for addi-
tional centers at other Universities has been long, loud, and clear. Now,
as a result of the flurry of new interest in research on broadcasting, it
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appears that such a development is possible, and that the BBC is lending
full (moral) support.

There has been surprising attentiveness to all of this in broadcasting
and the press in Britain and elsewhere. Partly, of course, this is due to
the way in which the BBC finds itself in the role of opinion-leader. More
interesting, however, is the apparent similarity of problems in other coun-
tries—the sort enumerated at the outset—which makes the Report rele-
vant. Thus, following publication of the Report, and announcement of
the BBC response, other broadcasting organizations began to take an
interest. The Report has been translated into several languages and dis-
cussed in broadcasting organizations, and some of the academic centers,
of almost every European country. So have some of the criticisms which
follow.

Reactions II: The Academics

While public broadcasters have reacted vigorously—many with genuine
interest, others with none at all—the academics have, on the whole, been
much more wary. Appreciation, criticism, and much skepticism, were
expressed at the symposium held last summer at the Annenberg School
at USC (Filep, 1977), and more recently, in the special section of the
Spring issue of the Journal of Communication (1978) which is devoted
to the Report. I would like to state some of these criticisms and reply to
them; curiously, all start with the assumption that the Report is actually
in danger of being implemented! They tend to confuse the Report with
its translation as a Trust, but no matter.

The arguments are intertwined and therefore worth considering
together. They speak, I hope, to some of the central issues of the orga-
nization of policy research.

One major argument holds that policy research and critical research
are incompatible. Academics should stay away from establishments, goes
the familiar part of this; their job is to look in from outside. One can
have no quarrel with this position, of course, except to argue that policy
research is not the equivalent of Lazarsfeld’s (1941) administrative
research. Indeed, I would argue that critical research, no less than admin-
istrative research, is policy research—applied research if you will—and
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that the issue, rather, is Who is the client? The classical argument for
critical research is, as I read it, an argument for treating society as the
client. The Frankfurt School was trying to tell society that it was being
victimized by the mass media which had become agents of pacification
and for the selling of the status quo by a coalition of political and eco-
nomic interests. They perceived a connection between mass culture 
and fascism. From then until now, critical research on mass media and
popular culture has been sounding this warning, along with a note of
despair that there is almost nothing that can be done. This, I suggest, is
a kind of policy research aimed at vaguely defined elites—until the
student movements of the late ’60s (and, lately, certain neo-Marxists)
took note. The assumption that such critical research would go unheeded
if addressed to the broadcasters has not really been tested. In a sophis-
ticated dialectical argument, Gouldner (1976) discusses the conditions
under which media managers will act contrary to their class interests in
supplying information to the public. This is not because they are nice
guys. Criticism of political or religious or industrial issues has always
attracted (and worried) media managers.

This, then, relates to a second issue: whether one conduct of policy
research for an establishment in effect dictates the agenda—or the frame
of reference—within which research will be done. My critics suggest that
the BBC imposed its agenda on me, especially since I took the trouble to
inventory their problems. It is said that I was not free to propose research
on the benefits that might accrue from the dismemberment of the BBC,
for example, or from reduction of the number of hours of television. It
is said that I was blinded to the coming integration of print and broad-
cast technology because I had to take the BBC not only as a given, insti-
tutionally speaking, but as desirable. I deny this: I think I was free to
speculate as I wished. Coleman (1972) might argue that the policy-
maker’s point of view is a legitimate one, and that my denial is out of
order anyway. But it seems to me that as soon as one admits other inter-
ested parties—even if they do not have formal decision making power—
their presence in the policy arena must be noted by academics who must
consider the possibility of serving these other interests. At the same time,
it is true that I elected, of my own free choice, to assume that broad-
casting technology as presently deployed in Britain would persist for

The Organization of Policy Research 455



some time, and would constitute the basis of my proposals for research.
I speculated, however, on such things as the implications for culture and
broadcasting of the displacement of words by pictures, or on the call for
a deepening of regional identity. Whether the proposed Trust can or
should include research commissioned from the point of view of com-
peting interests, is a question that needs to be debated.

I would be more apologetic about this, perhaps, if I did not believe,
as I do, that a case can be made that the professions—among which I
shall include public broadcasting, for the moment—are committed to the
public service. Blau and Scott (1962) define professions in this way—cui
bono? they ask—and the good of the client is the professional’s answer.
My strongest critics argue, however, that I am not only wrong about
(public) broadcasting—Tom Burns (1978) says as much in his book—
but about the professions in general: they are organizations for self-
defense, guilds for mutual protection and mystification, and far from
having their clients’ interest uppermost are in fact actively undermining
their clients’ best interests. This is the kind of neo-Marxism with which
Milton Friedman would probably agree.

Even if professional organizations have deviated in this way, it seems
to me of consequence, sociologically, to differentiate between organiza-
tions and individuals who pronounce such goals and those who don’t.
The question then becomes under what conditions can one appeal to the
legitimacy of such norms. Indeed, the self same question applies to sci-
entists, including social scientists: why is their professionalism any more
sacred? And if it should prove to be more in conformity to the common
weal, one would like to know as a researcher why this is so. If one accepts
the argument that the professions are conspiracies to do the public in,
obviously policy research in behalf of the public must urgently be
solicited, but itself suspect. If there is some overlap of values, however,
among public, professionals, and researchers—perhaps the contradiction
is more tolerable, though one should not ignore it even then.

The academic criticism of my Report tends to see the BBC acting not
as broker and chaperone, but as gatekeeper allowing “safe” projects to
get through, diverting money from sources of support that might other-
wise go directly to academics, and exerting a nefarious influence on exist-
ing foundations as to who and what they should be supporting in
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broadcasting research. Such a danger exists perhaps: the BBC Trust may
yet corner the market, but it is unlikely. My critics feel that I am com-
promising them, that broadcasters will hold researchers’ hands not in
cooperation but in restraint, that I have forgotten the Charles Curran of
1970.

Ironically, my problem in writing the Report was almost opposite. I
saw critical research as reasonably assured, though underfinanced. I did
not give much thought to its place within a Trust, since I did not myself
conceive the idea of a monolithic organization dominated by broad-
casters. But even if such an organization evolves, it will not—as I see 
it—be dominated by broadcasters, and will—perhaps despite itself—be
supportive of critical research.

My concern was, and is, over the likely fate of what I call diagnostic
research, particularly the special case of formative research, in which
producers in the studio—unlike some of their bosses—have reason to be
squeamish about collaboration of this kind. Sesame Street can be held
up as an example. Yet it is this kind of (1) identification of need, and (2)
creative solution that I would not like to see forgotten. Everybody except
me seems to think that the problem is how to prevent broadcasters from
sitting too close to researchers; and I think that the problem is how to
get them to sit closer.

Get Out of the Car

To return to a point made earlier, the critics of the report tend to assume,
prematurely, that the Report is so much in danger of immediate and total
implementation that its possible damage must be immediately pro-
claimed and thwarted. As Halloran say, alarmedly, “the BBC is already
writing and talking in terms of the Katz concepts.”7

Nobody except me and some friends (in academia and the BBC) is
concerned that perhaps none of this will ever happen, and thus that there
will be nothing real for anybody to worry about. It reminds me of the
story of the man who decided one day that he simply had to arrange a
reunion between his family and out-of-town relatives. Contemplating the
impending journey, he notified his young son that there was a good
chance that the whole family would be going to visit the relatives on
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Sunday provided a rental car were available, provided the relatives were
prepared to receive them, etc. Reporting the picture in his head, the
father said to Jack, “I will drive, mother will sit alongside me, and you
and Jill will sit in the back.” Jack began to protest. “I want to sit in the
front.” This so enraged the father that he turned to the boy and com-
manded, “Jack, get out of the car!”

The moral of the story is that policy research is as much of a problem
for the researchers as for the policymaker, even when the researcher 
is extremely anxious to influence the decision-making process. Some
researchers want not only to sit next to the driver; they want to drive
themselves, and believe that the “accountability” which is part of the
creed of public broadcasters in Britain should find expression in direct
underwriting of University research on a sustaining—not a project—
basis. Others, who find some use in my proposals and in the BBC’s
response, think it might be worth seeing whether the car will material-
ize at all, whether it will move, and whether there is room for some good
people inside. Seating arrangements still remain to be worked out.

Notes

1. Paper delivered at the 33rd Annual Conference of the American Association
for Public Opinion Research: Roanoke, Virginia, June 1–4, 1978.

2. “If there is any one institutional disease to which the media of mass com-
munication seem particularly subject, it is a nervous reaction to criticism. As a
student of mass media I have been continually struck and occasionally puzzled
by this reaction, for it is the media themselves which so vigorously defend prin-
ciples guaranteeing the right to criticize” (Lazarsfeld, 1948, p. 123).

3. At least one answer is that I was an outsider.

4. He has called British researchers “guerrillas.”

5. For an interesting elaboration of this problem, see Janowitz (1977).

6. For further discussion of this point, from which I have profited, see Blumler
(1977).

7. In the Journal of Communications (1978) symposium.

References

Adorno, Theodor, and Max Horkheimer, 1973, “The Culture Industry: Enlight-
ment as Mass Deception,” in: Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment, London: Allen Lane.

458 Elihu Katz



Blau, Peter M., and Richard Scott (1962), Formal Organizations, San Francisco:
California.

Blumler, Jay G., 1977, “The Social Purposes of Mass Communications Research:
A Transatlantic Perspective,” Founders’ Lecture read at the Annual Conference
of the Association for Education in Journalism, Madison, Wisconsin.

Burns, Tom, 1977, The BBC: Public Institution and Private World, London:
Macmillan.

Coleman, James S., 1972, Policy Research in the Social Sciences, Morristown,
N.J.: General Learning Press.

Committee on the Future of Broadcasting (Chairman: Lord Annan), 1977,
London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office.

Filep, Robert, ed., 1977, Social Research & Broadcasting: Proceedings of a Sym-
posium, Los Angeles, California: The Annenberg School of Communications at
the University of Southern California.

Glasgow University Media Group, 1976, Bad News, London: Routledge.

Gouldner, Alvin W., Dialectics of Ideology and Technology, London: Macmil-
lan, 1976.

Halloran, James D., Philip Elliot, and Graham Murdock, Demonstrations and
Communication, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977.

Halloran, James D., and Michael Gurvitch, eds., Broadcaster-Research Cooper-
ation in Mass Communication Research, University of Leicester, 1971.

Janowitz, Morris, 1977, “The Journalistic Profession and the Mass Media,” in:
J. Ben-David and T. Clark, eds., Culture and Its Creators, Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

Journal of Communication (1978 Spring), Symposium on the Katz Report.

Katz, Elihu, 1977a, Social Research on Broadcasting: Proposals for Further
Development, London: BBC.

Katz, Elihu, 1977, “Looking for Trouble: Social Research on Broadcasting,”
London: BBC Lunchtime Lectures, 11th Series, February 25, 1977.

Lazarsfeld, Paul F., 1941, “Administrative and Critical Communications
Research,” Studies in Philosophy and Social Sciences, Vol. 9.

Lazarsfeld, Paul F., 1948, “The Role of Criticism in the Management of Mass
Media,” Journalism Quarterly, Vol. 25.

Palmer, Edward L., 1973, “Formative Research in the Production of Television
for Children,” in: Gerbner, Gross and Melody, eds., Communications Technol-
ogy and Cultural Policy, New York: Wiley.

The Organization of Policy Research 459



This page intentionally left blank



21
Putting the First Amendment in Its Place:
Enhancing American Democracy through
the Press

Robert M. Entman
1993

Achieving a “system of free expression,” as that term is conventionally
understood, will not produce healthy democracy. In fact, we have already
very nearly attained such a system, insofar as one can be molded and
promoted under the regime of the First Amendment. The constraints on
the news media that are due to legal action or government regulation are
now generally minor. Yet this forbearance has not yielded news media
that consistently meet the standards that Professor Sunstein suggests: a
sufficient amount of attention to public issues and the expression of
diverse views on these issues.1 If we continue to constrain our discussion
within traditional First Amendment parameters, it is difficult to imagine
communications law and policy doing much to improve matters.

By the standards of the Hutchins Commission Report,2 democracy and
the press have made little progress since 1947. The Hutchins Commis-
sion’s description of the press reads much as it would if written today:

The news is twisted by the emphasis on firstness, on the novel and sensational;
by the personal interests of owners; and by pressure groups. Too much of the
regular output of the press consists of a miscellaneous succession of stories and
images which have no relation to the typical lives of real people anywhere. Too
often the result is meaninglessness, flatness, distortion, and the perpetuation of
misunderstanding among widely scattered groups whose only contact is through
these media.3

Exactly how accurate this indictment is today can be debated, but 
the literature supporting similar charges against the current media is
voluminous.4 Many observers consider today’s highly competitive media
scene a marked improvement over the past, and we have recently seen a
significant augmentation in television news outlets with the introduction



of CNN and C-SPAN. But research suggests these news sources have had
little impact on the democratic process because relatively few Americans
consistently watch such programs.5 Even assuming the quality of the
press has improved, it continues to fall short in terms of at least two
important measures of the impact that journalism could have on democ-
racy.6 First, controlling for the increase in education, the American public
appears less informed now than in the late 1940s.7 That is, college grad-
uates today are less politically aware than college graduates in the late
1940s. Second, Americans now vote less religiously than they used to.
Despite some scholarship to the contrary,8 these two indices suggest that
the American media are not enhancing the democratic process as the
Hutchins Commission hoped they would.9

In addition, leaving aside the quality of public input, and assessing
instead the quality of government’s policy outputs, we might also find
the government’s responses and responsiveness to major problems insuf-
ficient.10 The reasons for these conditions are complex and certainly
cannot be traced to the media alone. Although I focus my attention on
the press in this article, I do not fail to appreciate that other elements of
society, including the public education system, the political party system,
campaign financing, and ideological or cultural biases, also contribute to
the imperfections of American democracy.

Certainly a case can be made that American democracy is healthy, with
the American press a vigorous partner in the process. Is the glass half
empty or half full? Of course it is both. By the criteria I weigh most
heavily, however, especially the level of the public’s knowledgeable voting
participation and the government’s accountability, honesty, and respon-
siveness on policy issues vital to the quality and fairness of life in the
United States, I judge the emptiness most salient, and that judgment is
the basis of my analysis. 

I will argue two basic propositions related to Professor Sunstein’s four
“half-truths”:

1. Despite the First Amendment, the government heavily influences or,
in many cases, determines the information that most Americans receive
via the news media. The First Amendment does not prevent government
from shaping most important dimensions of the news media’s messages.
This relationship is rooted in the seemingly voluntary reliance of news
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organizations on public officials and agencies for most of the assump-
tions and information that frame and suffuse the news.11 Although
government policy and law have relatively little direct impact on the
information that appears or does not appear in the news, government
officials have very much to do with media content.

In Professor Sunstein’s terms, the government actively discriminates 
in favor of some viewpoints, greatly controlling which are publicly 
available. What I add to Professor Sunstein’s discussion of his first 
“half-truth”12 is that this occurs largely outside of any legal or regula-
tory compulsion as these are generally understood. My point also ampli-
fies Professor Sunstein’s third half-truth, that penalizing and subsidizing
speech may be difficult to distinguish in practice.13

2. In recent years, the government’s use of the First Amendment in policy
decisions toward the media has tended to neglect the goals cited by the
Hutchins Commission and others, like Professor Sunstein. Instead, the
First Amendment ironically has had a chilling effect on public discourse
about the legitimate tools and ultimate ends of public policies toward
the communications media. Policy-makers and judges should ask them-
selves how best to achieve the Hutchins Commission’s, or some other,
democratic vision, rather than uphold an interpretation of the First
Amendment that ignores the government’s informal influence over media
content. These points elaborate on all four of Professor Sunstein’s half-
truths, especially the problematic assumption that content-based regula-
tion is the gravest threat to media autonomy,14 and that content neutrality
is preferable or even attainable.15

Analyzing the “free and responsible press” strictly in First Amendment
terms, while natural enough for a law school forum, misses most of the
forces that affect how well the press serves democracy in the United
States. Taking account of larger social forces and contexts would help
connect First Amendment theory more closely with the real-world pro-
duction, distribution, and consumption of news, and thus with the effects
that the press has on democracy. Professor Sunstein writes that we need
a “thorough empirical understanding of the free speech ‘status quo,’ and
here there is a distressingly large gap in the free speech literature.”16 But
in fact my disciplines of communication studies, journalism, and 
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political science offer an enormous literature—not couched in terms of
evaluating the abstract system of free speech, but empirically exploring
and normatively evaluating how the news media actually influence the
American democratic process.17

I am not saying it would be good to have government restrictions on
press expression. Less still am I suggesting that government’s lack of
formal control over the press is irrelevant to the quality of American
democracy. But this laudable constraint on government’s legal power
over the media has tightened since 1964 and New York Times Co. v 
Sullivan18 without noticeably enhancing democracy. To me, this indicates
that conventional First Amendment law and policy may offer few ways
to improve the press enough to revitalize the democratic process.

In this article, I first explore institutionalized viewpoint discrimination
by the government. Next, I examine the chilling effect of the First
Amendment on policy discourse. I conclude by offering recommenda-
tions on how to reduce the government’s informal power to shape the
news.

Institutionalized Viewpoint Discrimination by the Government

Professor Sunstein describes his first half-truth as the notion that the
Constitution prohibits viewpoint discrimination.19 The law says “gov-
ernment may not distort the deliberative process by erasing one side of
a debate.”20 Yet functionally, government does precisely this all of the
time. Indeed, large staffs in the White House and throughout the Exec-
utive Branch exist solely to dominate public perceptions and debate, and
empirical research shows that they often succeed.21 Moreover, if by “gov-
ernment” Professor Sunstein means the entire governmental apparatus,
including the legislative and judicial branches, then most of the time 
government erases not just one, but most, of the potential sides of any
debate. The discourse among the elites who run the three branches of
the federal government frames the feasible diagnoses and options that
achieve wide distribution in the national media, and in this sense gov-
ernment largely determines the viewpoints that reach public conscious-
ness.22 If, despite the First Amendment, government can exert such
extensive control over the distribution of ideas, the press will have a 
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difficult time disseminating information that helps the public hold that
very same government accountable.

This informal regulatory relationship is different from and preferable
to formal regulatory prohibitions against publicizing particular ideas.
But to ignore the informal regulatory power is to lose touch with the
media system as it actually operates. Government constantly engages in
viewpoint discrimination, and such discrimination is inherent in the First
Amendment regime. That is, the press is free to pass along the propa-
ganda of the current administration in Washington, with no obligation
to give equal access to the opposition party, let alone to views beyond
the two parties’ discursive boundaries. If an opposition party disagrees
with the administration but fails to play the media spin game effectively,
dissenting views may be hard to find in the news. If the Democratic and
Republican parties are in accord, the chance that opposing views will
receive enough visibility in the mass media to affect public opinion 
is even more remote.23 In most cases, only when elites are engaged in
energetic public dispute will the content of the news exhibit viewpoint
diversity that the public is likely to notice.24

It is true that government spokespersons and politicians may 
take public stands in response to, or in anticipation of, likely public 
or media reactions, indicating that government itself is not autonomous;
there are reciprocal power flows among media, government elites, 
and public. But research suggests that the greatest source of power in 
the equation is that of government, and especially that of the executive
branch.25 For our purposes, the key face is that government greatly influ-
ences news and commentary. The notion of a large realm of autonomous
media production and distribution of ideas fails to square with empiri-
cal research.26

When officials comment in harmony on an event or issue, the media
tend to mirror the dominant line. For example, research comparing 
the coverage of two quite parallel civilian airliner tragedies, the Korean
Airline Flight 007 attack in 1983 and the Iran Air Flight 655 attack in
1988, illustrates this worst-case scenario for media-assisted accountabil-
ity.27 For both events, there was virtually no debate among the govern-
ment elite, and media coverage was thoroughly government scripted at
the most overt and the most subtle (yet powerful) levels.28

Enhancing Democracy through the Press 465



Thus, for example, the covers of both Time and Newsweek following
the Korean Airline tragedy illustrated a Soviet fighter plane within a few
hundred feet of the civilian airliner.28 In an unconscious but effective way,
these illustrations supported the American government’s claim that the
Soviets deliberately murdered 269 innocent men, women and children,
as did the cover headlines: “Murder in the Air” and “Shooting to Kill.”30

Journalistic and Congressional research later revealed that the Reagan
administration knowingly misled the public and the press on Soviet
intentions and actions; in fact, the Soviets were unaware that the Korean
plane was a civilian airliner.31 The important point for our purposes is
that a unanimous government elite was able to control virtually every
dimension of the information distributed in the mass media—the choice
of nouns, adverbs, and adjectives; the visual images; and the Cold War
themes and symbols.

After the Iran Air incident, the unified elite was more or less silent.
Unlike its reaction to the Korean Airline affair, the press offered little
moral analysis or outrage when American forces shot down a civilian
airliner. In that case, the press went along with the administration’s and
the Pentagon’s insistence—unchallenged by congressional elites—on
total American innocence. Again, more recent revelations suggest a dif-
ferent story.32 Nevertheless, journalists at the time accepted the govern-
ment’s version of the events, despite the lessons of Vietnam and, more
recently, of the Korean Airline story. These lessons suggest the need for
deep skepticism of an administration’s claims about a confusing event,
the interpretation of which the administration would obviously like to
control.

While questions about the official American “line” in both cases could
be found in the press, public opinion polls suggest this material went
unnoticed by most people.33 Practically speaking, the government 
controlled the coverage. Furthermore, the failure of the media to 
question the administration line in both cases had significant policy 
consequences.34

Even where oppositional claims arise and attain some publicity, they
often tend to be de-emphasized as compared to official administration
views. Despite the implications of much First Amendment scholarship,
good or true ideas have no inherent momentum that makes them more
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salient and believable to the mass public; nor is there any force in the
press or the journalistic process that guarantees or even raises the prob-
ability that better ideas will get wider and more prominent distribution
than weaker ideas.

Research on the debate over American policy toward Iraq after its
invasion of Kuwait reveals that even in a best-case scenario in which 
government elites engage in strong public argument, the administration
enjoys a marked preference in the news coverage.35 During the period
immediately after President Bush announced the doubling of the 
American troop commitment to the Middle East, the most prominent
reports in the New York Times and on ABC’s World News Tonight
emphasized substantive support of the Bush administration by nearly a
three-to-one ratio.36 Assuming that early coverage of an event is the most
important phase of public exposure because it frames audience reactions
to all succeeding information, the widespread support of President Bush’s
policy in the elite paper of record and on the most heavily watched
network was an important achievement for the Bush administration.
Had oppositional viewpoints achieved a more balanced distribution
during this time, when the change to an offensive posture was just
becoming known, it is conceivable that media coverage of the ensuing
policy debate in Congress would have been more informative.

Instead, the Bush administration dominated coverage of what was
arguably the most intense period of elite dissension regarding the use of
American military force since the Vietnam War. When administration
spokespersons such as President Bush, Vice President Dan Quayle, or
Defense Secretary Richard Cheney made public statements, they tended
to receive extensive and prominent attention in the press. When oppo-
nents, even well-known persons such as two former chairmen of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, criticized President Bush’s policy during Senate hearings,
they received only brief attention that slighted their substantive argu-
ments. While editorial pages frequently called for vigorous public debate
on the looming Gulf War, actual news treatments seemed to discourage
the public from grasping and weighing the pro-war and pro-sanctions
sides equally. In the policy debate before the Gulf War, the administra-
tion engaged in successful viewpoint discrimination if not absolute 
censorship. During the Gulf War, the administration did engage in 
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censorship,37 and the First Amendment offered little help. Meanwhile,
discourse among government elites, including congressional opponents
and the administration, effectively prevented the public from hearing of
a third alternative to the administration-framed choice of sanctions
versus war. Because no major official from either party advocated the
option of initiating negotiations with Saddam Hussein, that alternative
was virtually invisible in the mass media and to the public.38

How should we judge such performances in terms of democracy? First
Amendment scholarship focuses mostly on the production of ideas, in
the apparent belief that as long as freedom of production is allowed, the
free market will take care of distribution. Yet democratic theory empha-
sizes the distribution and use of information.39 The public must enjoy
easy access to information to have any hope of understanding its own
interests and the way in which the government impinges on them. Too
many press observers assume that if the information is published once
in a single outlet, then it is genuinely visible to the entire public. In fact,
however, one story appearing in a single outlet is unlikely to have any
impact on the political process.

A free and responsible press should habitually offer the mass citizenry
easy access to information that helps them hold government accountable
for its actions. A necessary condition for modern American democracy,
given the manner in which the political and policymaking systems now
operate, is the wide availability of information that contextualizes and
challenges the preferred positions and the existing policies or actions 
of the incumbent administration. The information must be displayed
prominently and repeatedly in the media on which most Americans rely:
the network news shows, the daily newspapers, and the weekly news
magazines. Possession of such information creates the potential for
people to influence government in the three primary ways that now exist:
by registering opinions in surveys that may pressure government to shape
policy in a certain way; by joining political groups or movements that
bring organized pressure to bear; or by making more informed choices
at the ballot box.

Operationally, to achieve this goal, the news media would have to offer
balanced attention to competing views in all coverage, and would have
to self-consciously define their primary role to be educating citizens to

468 Robert M. Entman



participate in policy discourse. The latter would yield an increase in
information that is easily accessible, attractive, and well organized for
consumption. In this vision, anti-administration information would be
as simple to find and digest as pro-administration information, and
reforms in law, regulation, and media practice would make balanced 
coverage their central aim. Given the constraints on media practice 
documented in the literature, this would, in practical terms, provide ideas
endorsed by members of Congress and policy experts equal distribution
with the ideas of the administration. Such a goal would not prevent the
unity of coverage seen during the airliner tragedies, but it would mean
that a debate such as that over the Gulf War would receive more even-
handed and civically useful treatment.

To some observers, this goal might fall short; it accepts the basic
regime of informal government discrimination. While some would argue
the largest problem for democracy is the press’s failure to transcend
boundaries of conventional discourse among “responsible” elites,40 it is
quixotic as a practical matter to expect a media industry itself dominated
by establishment elites to go beyond those borders for news and opinion.
Such straying by journalists would not only antagonize the most pow-
erful news sources, but would also likely displease mass audiences who
are themselves steeped in conventional wisdom. Realistically, the
national media cannot widely disperse those views that transcend the
ideas of important leaders in the Washington elite. Only in extraordi-
nary circumstances, such as those presented during the war in Vietnam,
is there much broadening of the discourse beyond official boundaries.41

Even during Vietnam, the media were generally hostile to the anti-war
cause.42

The Chilling Effect of the First Amendment

Flaws in First Amendment analysis, and the absence of an empirical
understanding of the relationships just described, have an important real-
world impact on public policy towards the communications media, and
thus affect how well the media serve democratic values. With govern-
ment exerting so much informal power over media content, the key ques-
tion becomes how law and policy might reduce that informal control, or
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otherwise enhance media performance. Defining the problem in this way
illuminates the precise goal that formal government policy intervention
might seek: to diminish media dependence on government elites and the
concomitant public dependence on information that is heavily shaped by
the very officials whom the public needs to hold accountable.

I suggest that the First Amendment has had a chilling effect on dis-
course regarding communications policy, preventing analysts from iden-
tifying this goal. The diversity, depth, and precision of debate has been
reduced by the enormous rhetorical power analysts can exercise by
simply invoking the First Amendment.43 The position that has recently
dominated deliberations at the Federal Communications Commission
(“FCC”), and indeed most analytical discourse, stresses that the primary
meaning of the First Amendment, and the best way to promote its values,
is maximizing media owners’ rights to expression unimpeded by 
government. The now-dominant view subsumes other interpretations of
First Amendment goals in its determination to shield owners from formal
government intrusion. It holds that the government should encourage
competitive communication markets, because competition will yield the
optimum flow of diverse ideas—or at least it is more likely to do so than
any other regulatory scheme.

I believe that when government decisionmakers and judges invoke the
First Amendment, they largely avoid the kind of careful analysis of costs
and benefits that is practiced in virtually every other policy field in gov-
ernment. Leaving aside some important inconsistencies and exceptions,
such as national security and indecency, policy and legal analysis has
appeared to assume that any policy that might impinge on the auton-
omy of news organizations has infinite costs for which no benefits can
be great enough. The description applies best to the FCC of the Reagan
and Bush administrations, quite well to courts, and less well to Congress;
calibrating these judgments is a task for future research. I focus here on
the FCC under Presidents Reagan and Bush, the locus of the most impor-
tant communications-policy decisions in recent years. While President
Clinton’s appointees to the FCC could apply a different or more diverse
interpretation of the First Amendment, the view identified here will
remain highly influential. It has many adherents among interest groups,
scholars, and experts—and in the judicial branch, where the previous
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administrations’ judicial appointees serve for life. The FCC’s recent
policy and legal discourse has barely hinted at the complexities high-
lighted by this Symposium and by the writings of many legal scholars.44

I formulated two hypotheses in a small pilot study to check for an
empirical basis to my suspicion that the First Amendment has chilled
analytical discourse in communications policy. The first hypothesis is that
when the FCC, between 1981 and 1992, used the rhetoric of the First
Amendment, it failed to refer to the many conflicting interpretations of
the First Amendment’s meaning and goals that are discernible in legal
scholarship. Instead, the FCC used the First Amendment narrowly and
simplistically. The second hypothesis is that during this period, the FCC
ignored scholarly or scientific evidence about how the media and their
audiences actually behave. The mere mention of the First Amendment
obviated the need for reference to the empirical world and thereby chilled
analysis of communications policy.

To test my hypotheses, I conducted a content analysis of three 
FCC rulings: the Fairness Doctrine,45 the deregulation of radio,46 and 
the consideration of children’s television rules.47 These are among the
most far-reaching and controversial media deregulation policies since
1980, and the FCC should therefore have  been on its best analytical
behavior in justifying them. These rulings should be a hard test for my
claim. I counted and categorized all mentions in these rulings of the First
Amendment and of freedom of speech, press, or expression, in an
attempt to determine how the FCC has employed these notions. Fur-
thermore, I searched for all references in these FCC rulings to scholarly
writings.

I found that when the FCC invoked the First Amendment, it almost
exclusively referenced just two goals: (1) creating robust debate in a
diverse marketplace of ideas; and (2) protecting the freedom of media
owners from governmental intrusion into editorial decisionmaking.
Table 21.1 demonstrates the results of this analysis.

The above table reveals that the FCC espoused a relatively consistent
but narrow idea of the First Amendment’s goals. Assuming these rulings
comprise a best-case, or at least a reasonable, test, the FCC had in mind
only those two goals whenever it mentioned “free expression” or “the
First Amendment.” Furthermore, in these three rulings, the FCC 
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emphasized the goal of editorial autonomy much more than the goal of
achieving a diverse marketplace of ideas. Both of these goals are instru-
mental; that is, the FCC did not reason in terms of final or end goals, a
practice that again distinguishes it from other regulatory agencies.
Equally important, the more strongly emphasized aim of editorial auton-
omy is the most clearly instrumental objective of the FCC’s dual goals,
and is the most distant from the ultimate values protected by the First
Amendment.

The FCC’s faith in these two instrumental goals, I believe, blinded it to
the need for careful analysis of how to reach final ends such as those sug-
gested by Professor Sunstein and the Hutchins Commission.50 Nor do I
think that Congress or the courts have done much better in recent years,
although at this point, I must limit my claim to the FCC. The FCC did
not demonstrate in any detail how the instrumental goals serve any final
aims. Indeed, the FCC did not mention ultimate objectives at all.

This brings me to my second hypothesis. Among the footnotes to the
rulings, numbering 328 altogether, just two offer (extremely sketchy) ref-
erences to scholarship discussing the manner in which media organiza-
tions and audiences actually behave in idea production or consumption.51

To talk about instrumental or ultimate goals in an empirical rather than
speculative way would require reliance on the scholarly literature.
Instead, the FCC virtually ignore—at least in the published justifications
for its decisions—research evidence about behavior and how it might
change with a policy alteration.
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Table 21.1
Invocations of “First Amendment” or “Freedom of Expression, Speech, or
Press” in FCC Decisions on the Fairness Doctrine, Deregulating Radio, and
Children’s Television48

Ideas Referenced

Decision Diverse Marketplace Editorial Autonomy Indefinite49

Fairness 14 34 17
Radio 2 4 1
Children’s TV 0 8 1
Total 16 46 19



In failing to look at empirical evidence, the FCC distinguishes itself
from other regulatory agencies that follow the Administrative Procedures
Act.52 Under the Administrative Procedures Act, other regulatory agen-
cies must weigh their final goals, or at least are supposed to do so. For
example, the EPA cannot implement a pollution regulation without
empirically demonstrating a reasonable likelihood that the policy will
have a net positive effect on the environment.53 By contrast, citing to the
First Amendment allows the FCC to get away with decisions that might
otherwise be labelled arbitrary and capricious.

The problem gets worse: this situation appears to be self-reinforcing.
As suggested earlier, in the real commercial market, the media do not
create an information supply that resembles the metaphorical vision of
a buzzing marketplace of ideas. In its absence, consumers may not be
educated to demand a diversity of information that is independent or
critical of government policy—the kind of information supply envisioned
in the marketplace-of-ideas metaphor and needed to fulfill democratic
ideals.

Economists would call this an externality problem. Externalities are
the unintended effects of market exchanges. For my purposes here, the
most important externality—that is, the most important effect of market
transactions in mass communications that are not part of the intended
bargain—is the impact of the commercial market on civic interest and
knowledge. The commercial market underproduces news that enhances
citizens’ political interest, knowledge, and sophistication, in large part
because the commercial pressure on suppliers is to attract the largest
audience possible. The average audience member does not seek complex,
sophisticated information, and the mass media must target that average
member. Without a more socially useful idea supply in the mass media,
consumers remain too uninformed to demand such a supply. The exter-
nality reinforces itself.

This again marks communications policy as a unique field. In other
areas, such as the environment or consumer safety, the externalities are
not self-reinforcing; on the contrary, they tend to call forth strong and
sometimes overzealous political demands for correction. In communica-
tions, however, the externality has the effect of suppressing both 
economic demand within the market and political demand outside the
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market for solutions. Because of this unique quality alone, communica-
tions policy-makers ought to be hyperconscious of the connection
between and among policy instruments and final goals. Because of the
chilling effect of the First Amendment, I believe policy-makers at the 
FCC have neglected to make these connections. Indeed, the FCC seemed
unaware that when it intervened to reinforce the power of the commer-
cial market by deregulating broadcasters, it may have actually reinforced
the externality just described. In this sense, the FCC may have acted
unwittingly to reduce demand for enhanced civic content in the 
media.

As a specific example, the failure of the three major broadcast net-
works to devote much coverage to the presidential nominating conven-
tions in 1992 reflects the deregulatory mood at the FCC. The FCC,
having ceased to enforce the public-trustee concept of licensing, could
not conceivably threaten license renewal for neglecting to cover the con-
ventions gavel-to-gavel. Yet research has shown that the conventions,
when covered heavily, offer important learning opportunities for a public
not terribly interested in or informed about politics.54 Absent that oppor-
tunity, their knowledge may deteriorate further. Perhaps more important,
the networks’ decision to broadcast sitcoms and detective shows rather
than political conventions conveys a deeply cynical message about the
political process and its relevance to individual citizens’ lives. Hence the
self-reinforcing phenomenon: the decrease in the public’s political inter-
est and knowledge stemming from the failure to cover political conven-
tions might further reduce audience demand and render it even less
profitable for the networks to cover the conventions and other impor-
tant political events fully in the future.

Among other worrisome effects, a less politically aware public is 
less likely to realize how government policy has allowed, and even
encouraged, the major broadcast networks to reduce their convention
coverage, thus diminishing their political awareness still further.55 Com-
munications policy may therefore influence the distribution of prefer-
ences in the political process, in this case, for communications policy
decisions themselves. Such indirect government effects on the content of
the public’s demands upon the government appear no more compatible
with First Amendment ideals than direct intervention to promote or
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restrict ideas. These effects lend further support to Professor Sunstein’s
half-truth analysis of the defects in assuming that government cannot
and does not engage in viewpoint discrimination.56

The identification of the possibility that communications policy indi-
rectly and inadvertently shapes the distribution of ideas suggests ques-
tions about the FCC’s second instrumental goal, maximizing the freedom
of media owners from government regulation. The problem is that in
practice, even when ostensibly acting to free expression from constraints,
as it did in Fairness Doctrine, Deregulating Radio, and Children’s Tele-
vision, government may actually be turning regulatory power over to the
commercial market. As another of Professor Sunstein’s half-truths sug-
gests,57 this means that deregulation might well be interventionist in its
own way: the policy of deregulation, by exposing media owners to the
full force of market competition and consumer demand, greatly affects
the ideas that broadcasters can practically choose to produce and dis-
tribute if they want to stay in business. The idea of a competitive market
is precisely premised on the notion that consumer demand constrains the
options of suppliers. In other words, it may be that by deregulating 
the media, the FCC does not prevent intrusion into the autonomy of the
media, but instead merely changes the mix of intruding forces.

Most analysts find it acceptable for the public to “vote” through the
economic market, and thus to limit and guide media expression.58 If the
market is efficient, this means minority tastes will be served by marginal
outlets. Unpopular ideas will be functionally invisible to most of the
public, which will be saturated by the conventional and the popular. This
situation is the predictable result of market constraints on the expres-
sion of mass communication outlets. In this light, by deregulating broad-
casting and substituting market pressures, government may not be acting
in a genuinely content-neutral way.59 Yet most analysts now hold that it
is impermissible for the public to vote through representative govern-
ment institutions to affect media expression and ameliorate these condi-
tions.60 Is this because government has more resources than the market
to pressure and put a medium out of business or to induce a change in
management and its practices? Assuming the current First Amendment
regime, the answer is surely no; the market can and does achieve that
much more effectively.
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Forces arising from the private market can pose as great a threat to
free expression as government. If energetic and diverse public debate is
the goal, then government regulation might be desirable in this context;
intervention might even promote expression by protecting the media
from the full censorious powers of the market. On the other hand, we
will have to deal with the problem cited by Ithiel Pool: in practice, broad-
cast regulation in the old days never did enhance public debate very
much.61

If government really wanted to nurture speakers’ ability to express
diverse ideas and have them heard (that is, widely distributed), it would
have to transcend conventional First Amendment approaches. Forcing
speakers to find private investment or charity funds, and advertisers or
paying customers to support the production and distribution of their
ideas, is not genuinely content-neutral, if indeed such a thing is possible.
Such a system restricts expressors’ freedom to be heard and raises the
costs to the disengaged mass audience of finding more diverse and inde-
pendent views.

To be sure, the constraining force of the audience, its interests, capa-
bilities, and prejudices, exists under any system of free expression and
information distribution. Moreover, the dangers of political pressure
from government agents are real. Yet analysts should always weigh the
risks of a policy against its likely benefits and, in this case, against the
market alternative under which economic pressures are guaranteed to
constrain the production and distribution of ideas.

Additionally, this critique of the FCC’s conventional First Amendment
wisdom leaves aside many other issues. For example, the FCC’s version
of the First Amendment has neglected the role and professional auton-
omy of journalists. Journalists have no First Amendment expressive
rights within their media organizations, and that may have major
impacts on the circulation of ideas. Recent research62 suggests reasons to
fear for reporters’ and even publishers’ autonomy, with advertising 
revenues stagnating or shrinking and news organizations being forced to
become more responsive to advertiser complaints. Indeed, the implica-
tion of the FCC’s reasoning, which relied almost exclusively on media
owners’ motivations and decisions to animate the “marketplace of
ideas,” is precisely that media owners constantly oversee and interfere
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with the journalists who actually produce or disseminate ideas. Other-
wise, the FCC’s reasoning would logically have to focus on other
parties’—including journalists’—freedom in addition to that of media
owners.

This point brings me back to my basic theme. Despite the complexi-
ties in the relationships of government policy to the production and con-
sumption of ideas, the main use of the First Amendment in legal and
policy analysis has been as an analytical stopper, a chiller of discourse.
If a proposed communications law or policy seems to violate the First
Amendment, little additional investigation into its actual impact occurs.
We need to root debates over the First Amendment in the way that the
media and audiences actually behave, not in an abstracted ideal that
neglects what scholars and practitioners of journalism know about the
real world. Relatedly, we should strip the First Amendment of its sacred
status. We should treat it as a malleable embodiment of ideals for the
media’s role in democracy rather than as a clear guide to policy that has
the single meaning of mandating minimal government intervention in
communications markets.

Recommendations

The foregoing analysis does not yield a recommendation for traditional
government regulation. The social-science understanding of the news
process cautions that we cannot compel audience interest and attention
to any mandated content. That is the key problem with ignoring market
forces. This conundrum is one that those who favor traditional govern-
ment intervention have not yet dealt with satisfactorily, one that becomes
more critical as communications outlets proliferate and grow more 
competitive. The future will pose more difficulties for intervention, as
the audience will be scattered over many more media outlets. Already
the cable alternatives have reduced newspaper penetration and the
ratings of the network news. Audience fragmentation may limit the 
practical utility of traditional government regulations like the Fairness
Doctrine.

If traditional policies designed to affect content and distribution 
are less likely to be effective, arguably the most important policies to
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facilitate First Amendment or Hutchins Commission values will be those
that expand the telecommunications infrastructure to ensure that no
information gap develops between the rich and poor. This means subsi-
dizing citizens’ access to the ever-increasing information stores that are
being produced and that will soon be distributed not in traditional mass
media form but on telecommunications networks. With the very notion
of a “mass medium,” in flux, we need to have a vigorous and unfettered
discussion about ultimate democratic goals, one unchilled by the First
Amendment. Major transformations in the news industry provide all the
more reason to be clear on how journalism might contribute to the demo-
cratic process.

In practice, we really do not want strict content-neutrality; we want
some discrimination in the distribution of information, if only because
government resources and, perhaps more important, people’s time and
attention are scarce. The market is a good mechanism for content dis-
crimination in distribution. Thus, a practical scheme might adapt and
expand upon Dean Bollinger’s idea of a mixed system63 and Professor
Sunstein’s ideas on a new deal for free expression,64 wherein some media
persist as profitmaking entities, some more regulated than others, and
other news organizations receive public subsidies.

A mixed system should be keyed to the information media just now
emerging—information will probably be delivered by telephone or cable
companies accessed via a multimedia personal computer offering a com-
bination of video and text. If this is the information network of the
future, some form of “information stamps” or vouchers analogous to
food stamps might provide a way of combining the best features of sub-
sidies and markets. Government might fund information production and
its availability on the information network; distribution would be deter-
mined by consumers themselves using, if necessary, their information
vouchers. Clearly, more thought is needed to prevent such a mechanism
from simply duplicating the outcomes of the existing market. And other
policy mechanisms also worth exploring can be examined once we free
ourselves from the First Amendment’s chilling effect on analyzing and
achieving the ultimate goals of our democracy.

A newly free and diverse debate on how to realize First Amendment
goals might yield such other proposals as these:
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• Subsidize newspapers so that they drop their politically potent oppo-
sition in Congress to the telephone companies’ provision of information
in new and potentially democracy-enhancing forms. Meanwhile, the
subsidy might allow the newspapers to keep their per-household circu-
lation from shrinking.
• Subsidize the broadcast networks’ practice of broadcasting the party
nominating conventions so that obligations to stockholders, to maximize
advertising revenues, will not force them to neglect an important oppor-
tunity to educate the public about presidential candidates.
• Forbid the broadcast of short television political advertisements or of
poll results within one month of an election, so as to preserve the widest
ambit for autonomous public decision making.

Such policies would not directly reduce the government’s informal
power to shape the news. Nevertheless, they could accomplish a mar-
ginal improvement in the political sophistication of the American citi-
zenry. In turn, this heightened political awareness might increase demand
for higher quality civic information—and form communications policies
that make furthering the health of democracy a higher priority.
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22
Social Science and Social Control

John Dewey
1931

It would require a technical survey, which would be out of place here,
to prove that the existing limitations of “social science” are due mainly
to unreasoning devotion to physical science as a model, and to a mis-
conception of physical science at that. Without making any such survey,
attention may be directly called to one outstanding difference between
physical and social facts. The ideal of the knowledge dealing with the
former is the elimination of all factors dependent upon distinctively
human response. “Fact,” physically speaking, is the ultimate residue after
human purposes, desires, emotions, ideas and ideals have been system-
atically excluded. A social “fact,” on the other hand, is a concretion in
external form of precisely these human factors.

An occurrence is a physical fact only when its constituents and 
their relations remain the same, irrespective of the human attitude
toward them. A species of mosquitoes is the carrier of the germs of
malaria, whether we like or dislike malaria. Drainage and oil-spraying
to destroy mosquitoes is a social fact because their use depends upon
human purpose and desire. A steam locomotive or a dynamo is a phys-
ical fact in its structure; it is a social fact when its existence depends upon
the desire for rapid and cheap transportation and communication. The
machine itself may be understood physically without reference to human
aim and motive. But the railway or public-utility system cannot be under-
stood without reference to human purposes and human consequences.

I may illustrate the present practice of slavishly following the tech-
nique of physical science and the uselessness of its results by the present
zeal for “fact finding.” Of course, one cannot think, understand and plan



without a basis of fact, and since facts do not lie around in plain view,
they have to be discovered. But for the most part, the data which now
are so carefully sought and so elaborately scheduled are not social facts
at all. For their connection with any system of human purposes and con-
sequences, their bearing as means and as results upon human action, are
left out of the picture. At best they are mere physical and external facts.
They are unlike the facts of physical science, because the latter are found
by methods which make their interrelations and their laws apparent,
while the facts of social “fact finding” remain a miscellaneous pile of
meaningless items. Since their connections with human wants and their
effect on human values are neglected, there is nothing which binds them
together into an intelligible whole.

It may be retorted that to connect facts with human desires and their
effect upon human values is subjective and moral, and to an extent that
makes it impossible to establish any conclusions upon an objective basis:
that to attempt inference on this point would land us in a morass of spec-
ulative opinion. Suppose, for example, all the facts about the working
of the prohibition law and its enforcement were much more completely
known than they are; even so, to establish a connection between these
facts and the human attitudes lying back of them would be a matter of
guess work. As things stand, there is much force in the objection. But 
if made universal, it would overlook the possibility of another kind of
situation.

Wherever purposes are employed deliberately and systematically for
the sake of certain desired social results, there it is possible, within limits,
to determine the connection between the human factor and the actual
occurrence, and thus to get a complete social fact, namely, the actual
external occurrence in its human relationships. Prohibition, whether
noble or not, is not an experiment in any intelligent scientific sense of
the term. For it was undertaken without the effort to obtain the condi-
tions of control which are essential to any experimental determination
of fact. The Five Year Plan of Russia, on the other hand, whether noble
or the reverse, has many of traits of a social experiment, for it is an
attempt to obtain certain specified social results by the use of specified
definite measures, exercised under conditions of considerable, if not com-
plete, control.
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The point I am making may be summed up by saying that it is a com-
plete error to suppose that efforts at social control depend upon the prior
existence of a social science. The reverse is the case. The building up of
social science, that is, of a body of knowledge in which facts are ascer-
tained in their significant relations, is dependent upon putting social
planning into effect. It is at this point that the misconception about 
physical science, when it is taken as a model for social knowledge, is
important. Physical science did not develop because inquirers piled up a
mass of facts about observed phenomena. It came into being when men
intentionally experimented, on the basis of ideas and hypotheses, with
observed phenomena to modify them and disclose new observations.
This process is self-corrective and self-developing. Imperfect and even
wrong hypotheses, when acted upon, brought to light significant phe-
nomena which made improved ideas and improved experimentations
possible. The change from a passive and accumulative attitude into an
active and productive one is the secret revealed by the progress of 
physical inquiry. Men obtained knowledge of natural energies by trying
deliberately to control the conditions of their operation. The result was
knowledge, and then control on a larger scale by the application of what
was learned.

It is a commonplace of logical theory that laws are of the “if-then”
type. If something occurs, then something else happens; if certain con-
ditions exist, they are accompanied by certain other conditions. Such
knowledge alone is knowledge of a fact in any intelligible sense of the
word. Although we have to act in order to discover the conditions under-
lying the “if” in physical matters, yet the material constituting the “if”
is there apart from our action; like the movements of sun and earth in
an eclipse. But in social phenomena the relation is: “If we do something,
something else will happen.” The objective material constituting the “if”
belongs to us, not to something wholly independent of us. We are con-
cerned, not with a bare relation of cause and effect, but with one of
means and consequences, that is, of causes deliberately used for the sake
of producing certain effects. As far as we intentionally do and make, we
shall know; as far as we “know” without making, our so-called knowl-
edge is a miscellany, or at most antiquarian, and hence without relevance
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to future planning. Only the knowledge which is itself the fruit of a tech-
nology can breed further technology. 

I want to make the same point with reference to social prediction.
Here, too, the assumption is generally made that we must be able to
predict before we can plan and control. Here again the reverse is the
case. We can predict the occurrence of an eclipse precisely because we
cannot control it. If we could control it, we could not predict, except
contingently; just as we can predict a collision when we see two trains
approaching on the same track—provided that a human being does not
foresee the possibility and take measures to avert its happening. The
other day I ran across a remark of Alexander Hamilton’s to the effect
that instead of awaiting an event to know what measures to take, we
should take measures to bring the event to pass. And I would add that
only then can we genuinely forecast the future in the world of social
matters.

Empirical rule-of-thumb practices were the mothers of the arts. But
the practices of the arts were in turn the source of science, when once
the empirical methods were freed in imagination and used with some
degree of freedom of experimentation. There cannot be a science of an
art until the art has itself made some advance, and the significant devel-
opment occurs when men intentionally try to use such art as they have
already achieved in order to obtain results which they conceive to be
desirable. If we have no social technique at all, it is impossible to bring
planning and control into being. If we do have at hand a reasonable
amount of technique, then it is by deliberately using what we have that
we shall in the end develop a dependable body of social knowledge. If
we want foresight, we shall not obtain it by any amount of fact finding
so long as we disregard the human aims and desires producing the facts
which we find. But if we decide upon what we want socially, what sort
of social consequences we wish to occur, and then use whatever means
we possess to effect these intended consequences, we shall find the road
that leads to foresight. Forethought and planning must come before 
foresight.

I am not arguing here for the desirability of social planning and
control. That is another question. Those who are satisfied with present
conditions and who are hopeful of turning them to account for personal
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profit and power will answer it in the negative. What I am saying is that
if we want something to which the name “social science” may be given,
there is only one way to go about it, namely, by entering upon the path
of social planning and control. Observing, collecting, recording and filing
tomes of social phenomena without deliberately trying to do something
to bring a desired state of society into existence only encourages a con-
flict of opinion and dogma in their interpretation. If the social situation
out of which these facts emerge is itself confused and chaotic because it
expresses socially unregulated purpose and haphazard private intent, the
facts themselves will be confused, and we shall add only intellectual con-
fusion to practical disorder. When we deliberately employ whatever skill
we possess in order to serve the ends which we desire, we shall begin to
attain a measure of at least intellectual order and understanding. And if
past history teaches anything, it is that with intellectual order we have
the surest possible promise of advancement to practical order.
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23
Remarks on Administrative and Critical
Communications Research

Paul Felix Lazarsfeld
1941

During the last two decades the media of mass communication, notably
radio, print and film, have become some of the best-known and best doc-
umented spheres of modern society. Careful studies have revealed the size
of the audiences of all major radio programs and the composition of this
audience in respect to sex, income, and a few other criteria. The circu-
lations of newspapers and magazines are recorded by specially organized
research outfits, and others report currently on which magazine stories
and which advertisements are read week by week. Books, radio pro-
grams, and movies are tested as to the difficulty of the language they 
use and as to how adequate they are for the different educational levels
of the population. The types of entertainment that different groups of
people prefer are being investigated all the time, and many promotional
campaigns are tested currently as to their success. A number of impor-
tant new techniques have been developed in the course of all these
research efforts. Modern sampling techniques, for instance, have made
great progress because it has been realized that the practical value of a
study would be lost if it were conducted among a group of people who
are not representative of those sections of the population which the spon-
soring agency wants to reach. Interviewing techniques have been greatly
refined for similar reasons. The competitive character of much of this
work has led to ever better methods of recording facts as to the extent
of listening and reading. Where a subject matter doesn’t lend itself to
simple recording devices, great progress has been made in developing
indices for complex attitudes and reactions.1 Behind the idea of such
research is the notion that modern media of communication are tools



handled by people or agencies for given purposes. The purpose may be
to sell goods, or to raise the intellectual standards of the population, or
to secure an understanding of governmental policies, but in all cases, to
someone who uses a medium for something, it is the task of research to
make the tools better known, and thus to facilitate its use.

As a result, all communication research centers around a standard set
of problems. Who are the people exposed to the different media? What
are their specific preferences? What are the effects of different methods
of presentation? One who uses media of communication is in competi-
tion with other agencies whose purposes are different, and thus research
must also keep track of what is communicated by others. Finally, com-
munications research has to be aware that the effect of radio, print, or
the movie, does not end with the purposive use which is made of it by
administrative agencies. If advertisers, for example, feel that radio is 
an especially powerful selling device, then printed media will receive less
money, and research will have to see whether radio brings about a
general deterioration of the reading habits of the population.

Studies of this kind are conducted partly by the major publishing orga-
nizations and radio networks and partly by academic agencies supported
by universities or foundations.2 Considerable thought has been given
during the past years to clarifying the social the political implications of
this new branch of social research. Its relationship to the present crisis
is very interestingly discussed in a new study by Harold Lasswell.3 One
who has not participated in work of this kind can get a good picture of
its atmosphere from a “fable” written by participants in the course of a
series of discussions which took place during 1939 and 1940. We quote:

In the interests of concreteness, let us attempt to state the job of research in mass
communication in a situation which, though purely hypothetical, serves to illus-
trate what that job involves.

Let us suppose that government leaders and those responsible for mass com-
munication are in agreement with respect to policy toward alien groups in this
country. The public, they believe, should be made aware of the dangers of sub-
versive activities on the part of aliens, but popular antipathy toward aliens in
general should be minimized, and, above all, outbreaks of anti-alien sentiment
should be avoided. The policy that the channels of mass communication must
serve, then, becomes one of increasing public awareness of specific dangers of
subversive action, while, at the same time, building tolerance toward aliens in
general.*
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Suppose that some popular evening radio program, known to attract a con-
siderable portion of the total listening audience, includes an address dealing with
the dangers of subversive activities on the part of aliens. The explicit intention
of the speaker, of his sponsors, and of the stations which carry the program is
simply to further policy outlined above by drawing attention to dangers to which
the country should be alive. News dispatches of the next day or two, however,
bring reports from various parts of the country of outbreaks of feeling against
alien groups. Reports of local utterance in connection with these outbreaks carry
allusions to the broadcast address of the evening. As a result, there is at least a
strong suspicion that some connection exists between them and what was said
on the evening broadcast.

Suppose, too, that those responsible for the original address decide that 
they are likewise responsible for doing something to repair the damage which
they quite innocently caused. This decision takes on new importance as the
network involved receives from the Federal Communications Commission a
request for the text of the address. Conscientious effort to repair the damage, it
is clear, involves learning more of what the damage was. The comment it occa-
sioned in the press makes clear that its effects were felt not through the radio
alone, but through reports of the unfortunate address which the newspapers
carried, in the local utterances which alluded to it, and even in some widely dis-
tributed newsreel reports of the local outbreaks that followed. What people then
must be reached if the untoward effects of the broadcast are to be remedied?

What were those effects and precisely what in the broadcast address provoked
them? Clearly the broadcast was not alone responsible. Something in what was
said evidently combined with the predispositions of the listeners and with the
current circumstances—with the force of events, and probably with other widely
disseminated communications—to set the stage for what ensued.

Recognizing these questions as basic in any conscientious effort to repair the
damage, those responsible set about to get them answered. Each station which
carried the address is asked immediately to dispatch to network headquarters 
all the evidence that can be gathered on the attention it attracted in the area of
the station’s coverage—newspaper reports of the address itself, editorials and
speeches referring to it, reports of the outbreaks that ensued, newsreel treatments
of them, etc. Each station too, is asked to assign the best qualified members of
its staff to interviewing listeners to determine as best they can what in the address
led to the unanticipated outbreaks. Particularly are they urged to have their inter-
viewers talk with individuals who took an active part in the outbreaks in ques-
tion. Some of the stations, concerned to do their part, enlist the help of competent
specialists from nearby universities to study more intensively the predispositions
of individuals who were most aroused by the address, and to attempt to discover
what other circumstances combined with the address to make them act as they
did. The interviewing organization of one of the national polls is also brought
into play to study similarly cross-section of the country’s population sure to com-
prise both listeners who were affected and not affected by the broadcast, and
some as well whom it did not reach at all, directly or indirectly.
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As reports come in from all these inquiries, a new picture of the situation takes
shape. To the surprise of the speaker, his sponsors, and the network, what seemed
innocent references to the few aliens believed to be engaged in subversive activ-
ities were taken by listeners to apply both to aliens generally and to hyphenates
from countries thought hostile to American interests and traditions. Some of the
individual interviews and the poll reports show an equally surprising attitude of
general hostility toward these groups. Some of them specifically allude to what
are taken to be racial traits of the group involved, others to specific individuals
of the group who are in business competition with the informants. Still others
mention seemingly authentic reports of Fifth Column activities in conquered
European countries; and a considerable number refer to purported activities 
of this kind in the United States and South America. Clearly, the stage was set
on the evening of the broadcast for what actually happened both by the general
psychological predisposition of listeners, and by the force of recent events.

All this, of course, clearly contributed to the unusual attention this particular
broadcast received—on the part of the radio audience, through the press dis-
patches which reported it, in the newsreels, and through the local utterances
which ensued. Curiously too, the program in which the address was included 
on this particular evening had a larger audience than usual. Its rating on that
evening, as reported by audience research agencies, jumped substantially from
its customary level. To be sure, the inclusion of this particular address had been
announced in advance, and by coincidence on this particular evening another
popular program ordinarily broadcast at the same time, had gone off the air for
the summer. This other program, it was generally assumed, appealed more to
less educated listeners, with the apparent result that the audience for this address
included, perhaps for the first time, more listeners of lower educational status—
a supposition confirmed by a breakdown of audience research figures in terms
of socio-economic status and by a check of the ratings of other programs broad-
cast at the same hour, none of which rose above their usual rating and some of
which showed a marked decline.

How to repair the damage done thus becomes more problematical than had
at first appeared. Obviously, another address to counteract the one which had
caused the damage would not be sufficient. Comparable announcements of it
might of course again attract to the program much the same audience as the
week before. But, it is pointed out, there is no reason to assume that the pre-
dispositions of listeners or the force of circumstances would again lead them to
depart from their ordinary listening habits. Furthermore, there is no assurance,
for much the same reasons, that a counteracting address would occasion equal
attention in the press or in local utterances. Finally, the original speaker is
undoubtedly now firmly identified, in the minds of listeners, with the views on
alien and hyphenate groups attributed to him as a result of his earlier address.
Would another address by him change that identification? What, then, can be
done?

In the face of this problem comes the suggestion that outside advice should be
had. Unless this broadcast is to go down in record as the beginning of a destruc-
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tive wave of feeling against all aliens and hyphenates and thus utterly defeat the
interest which prompted it, any remedial measures have to be most carefully
planned. Who is there who can contribute to a better understanding of what
happened, and who to suggest what might be done by way of remedy?

Suppose at this point help is sought from a social psychologist known to have
been studying anti-minority feeling. When he is called in, it appears that he has
for sometime been recording and analyzing whatever appears in the press, the
radio, motion pictures, or in public utterances that seem to have a bearing on
the subject. He points out that this is not an isolated episode, but rather, one
more in a development which he had for some time been following. Just such
anti-minority feeling had been developing in the country over a period of years.
The growth of anti-Semitic sentiment in this country had been well recognized,
and now the same feelings seemed to be shifting to other scapegoats.

Acccording to his analysis, the recent flow of mass communication had
reflected this general trend. The term “Fifth Column,” obscurely used in the
Spanish Civil War, had had wide currency. In fact, the Allies had missed few
opportunities to emphasize the concept, as, for example, in their use of Major
Quisling’s name. At the same time, reports of Fifth Column activities in the other
conquered countries had been coming through, supported in still more recent
times by revelations of similar activities in South America. Thus, strong pro-Ally
feeling in this country, supported by the growing predisposition to fear and feel
hostility toward minority groups, led to the over-generalization of the remarks
made in the broadcast address. Such feelings, the specialist might go on to point
out, would be less restrained among less educated and less self-conscious groups.
Furthermore, these groups in his opinion would be less likely to respond to any
intellectual appeal that might be devised to counteract the effect of the earlier
talk. This, he advises, must be kept in mind as remedial measures are planned.
In fact, he is in doubt as to what any single remedial effort can accomplish.
Rather, since the talk in question was no isolated example, remedial effort must
take into account all the other factors in current mass communications which
tend, as he sees it, to arouse just such anti-minority feeling. To repair the damage,
he points out, it is necessary to determine who must be reached, not only in terms
of geographical coverage, but in psychological terms as well. His final advice at
this stage is therefore to turn to another specialist who has studied both the geo-
graphical and psychological composition of the audience reached by various
types of mass communication.

This specialist, when called in, readily confirms from his own observations that
the program on the night in question reached an audience psychologically dif-
ferent from that it usually attracted. To reach that audience necessitates in his
opinion close attention to the listening, reading, movie-going habits of the part
of the population affected by the original broadcast. He knows in general the
characteristics of each of these audiences and the types of listening, reading, and
films which ordinarily attract them. His studies, too, give him some basis for pre-
dicting how any given group will respond to a given type of program, though
he would need to verify prediction by a careful check on the effects which resulted
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from the particular address in question. He also knows that the same message
conveyed by different media, to reach the audience desired, would have to stress
different aspects of the subject which are especially appropriate for the medium
in question. If the counteracting measures planned are to be really remedial, he
would strongly suggest some pre-testing of the responses which they actually
evoke. He would propose, therefore, that any remedial measures should be tried
out in advance on a relatively small but typical sample of the population, and
that a study of their responses be made as a basis for possible modification before
an attempt is made to reach any wider public.

Thus, with the help of these and other specialists, the job begins. Agreed as it
is that the possibility of unintended effects must be avoided, the advice of these
specialists is followed. There is no need here to attempt to suggest the nature of
what is done, but only to indicate how research in mass communication might
contribute to the result. With the help of specialists in such research, the audi-
ence originally affected is redetermined. Types of radio programs, press releases,
and newsreel treatments are worked out, calculated on the basis of the best 
evidence available to get a new hearing for the subject, adequate to counter the
effects of the original address. Undoubtedly an explanation would be prepared
for delivery by the original speaker, but other speakers would be enlisted whose
position and identification in the public mind are likely to make their parts most
widely influential. All materials prepared are pre-tested as had been suggested
and at relatively slight expense—indeed, far less expense, proportionately, than
merchandisers ordinarily incur in testing the market for new products. Consci-
entious effort having taken them so far, those responsible agree in wishing now
to have some further test of the actual effects of what they have planned by way
of remedy. Accordingly, arrangements are made in advance of their campaign to
gauge its progress.

A happy ending to this fable can probably take the form of a series of charts
which subsequently ease the conscience of all concerned by showing, as their
campaign proceeds, a consistent decline in all indices of overt hostility toward
the groups against which outbreaks of feeling were directed.

If the fable has a moral, too, that perhaps may come when all concerned, in
the relief that follows in their success, philosophize a bit on their experience. The
original speaker, the sponsors, and the broadcasters are still convinced of their
initial innocence. But they are plagued a bit by certain recollections. One of them
remembers, for example, suggesting extra publicity for the broadcast on the
ground that the address to be included was particularly timely. Another recalls
that the topic of the address was suggested by an acquaintance prominent in an
organization which presumably on patriotic grounds had for some time been
advocating stricter control of aliens in the country. In the end, their feeling is
that however innocent their conscious purposes, they too, as Americans of their
time, shared the same predispositions in planning the broadcast, and responded
to the force of the same circumstances, as did the listeners to it. It is well, then,
that conscious intention should be checked by more objective standards when
instrumentalities are used so powerful in their influence as modern mass com-
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munication. Somehow the mere fact that they brought objective standards into
play seemed to have sharpened their common sense and made them more wary
for the future. If similar research had made them warier at the outset, need all
this have happened? Need they have run the risk that the inevitable delays in
repairing the damage they had caused made its complete repair impossible?
Perhaps, they conclude, in media like radio where “instant rejoinder” is often
difficult, more trouble should be taken to avoid mistakes like this.

This fable, it is recognized, may seem to exaggerate the importance of re-
search in mass communication. Ordinarily, to be sure, common sense, the high
standards of the communications industries, and the controls of legal and admin-
istrative regulation have appeared sufficient to assure the use of mass communi-
cation in the public interest. Ordinarily, wisdom in that use, it might appear, can
be allowed to develop by trial and error and the resulting rules of thumb. A crit-
ical situation, like that supposed, admittedly throws into high relief considera-
tions which, though always present, ordinarily seems less urgent. But crisis, as
the derivation of the word implies, forces judgment; and a desired solution of
the crisis necessitates that judgment shall not be mistaken. The critical situation
of our fable, then, rather than exaggerating, perhaps only puts into perspective
the consequences of mistaken use of mass communication and the help which
research can give in avoiding such mistaken use.

Research of the kind described so far could well be called adminis-
trative research. It is carried through in the service of some kind of
administrative agency of public or private character. Administrative
research is subject to objections from two sides. On the one hand, there
are the sponsors themselves, some of whom feel that they have not really
got their money’s worth. One good guess, so the argument goes, is of
more practical importance than all the details which might be brought
to light by an empirical study. There is, however, a fallacy behind this
objection. Although speculation is indispensable for guidance in any kind
of empirical work, if honestly carried through it will usually lead to a
number of alternative conclusions which cannot all be true at the same
time. Which one corresponds to the real situation can be decided only
by empirical studies.4 From another side comes an objection directed
against the aims which prevail in the majority of current studies. They
solve little problems, generally of a business character, when the same
methods could be used to improve the life of the community if only they
were applied to forward-looking projects related to the pressing eco-
nomic and social problems of our time. Robert S. Lynd, in his Knowl-
edge for What, has vigorously taken this point of view and has shown
many ways whereby research could be made more vital.
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Neither of these two arguments doubts that research can and should
be done at the service of certain well-defined purposes. But at this point
a third argument comes up. The objection is raised that one cannot
pursue a single purpose and study the means of its realization isolated
from the total historical situation in which such planning and studying
goes on. Modern media of communication have become such complex
instruments that wherever they are used they do much more to people
than those who administer them mean them to do, and they may have
a momentum of their own which leaves the administrative agencies much
less choice than they believe they have. The idea of critical research is
posed against the practice of administrative research, requiring that,
prior and in addition to whatever special purpose is to be served, the
general role of our media of communication in the present social system
should be studied. The rest of these remarks are devoted to a formula-
tion of this conception and to a short appraisal of its possible contribu-
tions to current communication research.

The idea of critical research has been developed in many studies by
Max Horkheimer.5 It seems to be distinguished from administrative
research in two respects: it develops a theory of the prevailing social
trends of our times, general trends which yet require consideration in
any concrete research problem; and it seems to imply ideas of basic
human values according to which all actual or desired effects should be
appraised.

As to prevailing trends, everyone will agree that we live in a period of
increasing centralization of ownership. Yet, although large economic
organizations plan their production to the minutest detail, the distribu-
tion of their products is not planned systematically. Their success
depends upon the outcome of a competition among a few large units
which must rally sizeable proportions of the population as their cus-
tomers. Thus promotion in every form becomes one of the main forces
in contemporary society. The technique of manipulating large masses of
people is developed in the business world and from there permeates our
whole culture. In the end everything, be it good or bad, is promoted; we
are living more and more in an “advertising culture.” This whole trend
is accentuated still more by the fact that it has to disguise itself. A sales-
man who has only one line to sell has to explain to each customer why
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this line suits just his individual purposes. The radio announcer who
serves one national advertiser identifies himself to millions of listeners as
“your” announcer.

Such an analysis becomes an element of strong concern and solicitude
if it is felt that these trends impair basic values in human life. The idea
that our times are engulfed by a multitude of promotional patterns is
coupled with the feeling that human beings, as a result, behave more and
more like pawns upon a chessboard, losing the spontaneity and dignity
which is the basic characteristic of the human personality. In order to
understand clearly the idea of critical research, one must realize that it
is being urged by men who have the idea ever present before them that
what we need most is to do and think what we consider true and not to
adjust ourselves to the seemingly inescapable.

The theory of a trend toward promotional culture leads to the con-
clusion that certain tendencies of our time jeopardize basic human values
because people are kept from developing their own potentialities to the
full. To be fit for the daily competition, we do not spend our leisure time
developing a rich range of interests and abilities, but we use it, willingly
or unwillingly, to reproduce our working capacity. Thus, not having
acquired any criteria of our own, we succumb to and support a system
of promotion in all areas of life, which, in turn, puts us in ever-
increasing dependence upon such a system; it gives us more and more
technical devices and takes away from us any valuable purposes for
which they could be used.6

Thus the stage is set for the procedures of critical research. A critical
student who analyzes modern media of communication will look at
radio, motion pictures, the press, and will ask the following kinds of
questions: How are these media organized and controlled? How, in their
institutional set-up, is the trend toward centralization, standardization
and promotional pressure expressed? In what form, however disguised,
are they threatening human values? He will feel that the main task of
research is to uncover the unintentional (for the most part) and often
very subtle ways in which these media contribute to living habits and
social attitudes that he considers deplorable.

What are the operations into which critical communication research
could be broken down? The answer is not easy and a first attempt might
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be made by visualizing how a student would be trained to make obser-
vations in everyday life and to try to interpret them in terms of their
social meaning. You sit in a movie and look at an old newsreel showing
fashions of ten years ago. Many people laugh. Why do those things
which we admired just a little while ago seem so ridiculous now? Could
it be that we avenge ourselves for having submitted to them under
general pressure, and now that the pressure in favor of these particular
styles has been lifted, we compensate by deriding the idols of yesteryear?
At the same time, we submit to the style-promotion of today only to
laugh at it a few years from now. Could it be that by laughing at past
submission, we gather strength to submit to the present pressure upon
us? Thus, what looks to an ordinary observer like a incident in a movie
theater, becomes, from this point of view, a symptom of great social 
significance.

Or you find that a large brewery advertises its beer by showing a 
man disgustedly throwing aside a newspaper full of European war
horrors while the caption says that in times like these the only place 
to find peace, strength, and courage is at your own fireside drinking 
beer. What will be the result if symbols referring to such basic human
wants as that for peace become falsified into expressions of private
comfort and are rendered habitual to millions of magazine readers as
merchandising slogans? Why should people settle their social problems
by action and sacrifice if they can serve the same ends by drinking a new
brand of beer? To the casual observer the advertisement is nothing but
a more or less clever sales trick. From the aspect of a more critical analy-
sis, it becomes a dangerous sign of what a promotional culture might
end up with.

A next step in trying to explain this approach could be taken by apply-
ing it not only to an observation of daily life, but to problems we meet
in textbooks current in the social sciences. A text on the family, for
example, would not be likely to contain a detailed analysis showing how
one of the functions of the family in our society might be that of main-
taining the authoritarian structure necessary for our present economic
system, that the predominant position of the father might prepare 
the child to accept the privations he will suffer as an adult, and to do so
without questioning their necessity. Applying this to a study of the family
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in the Depression we might depart from the traditional question of what
changes the Depression has brought about in family life. Couldn’t it be
that the family has influenced the Depression? Interesting research prob-
lems would come up: what was the effect of different family constella-
tions upon people’s ability to find out-of-the-way jobs, to use initiative
in organizations of unemployed, and so on?

Another example could arise from a well-known observation which
can be found in every text on social psychology, to the effect that the
way we look at the world and react to the problems of the day is deter-
mined by our previous experience. The notion of experience is taken as
a psychological concept which does not need much further elucidation.
But could it not be that what we call “experience” undergoes historical
changes? Visualize what experience meant for a man who lived in a
rather stable, small community, reading in his newspaper elaborate
accounts of events he considered news because they happened a few
weeks before, spending many an hour walking through the countryside,
experiencing nature as something eternally changeless, and as so rich that
years were needed to observe all its details. Today we live in an envi-
ronment where skyscrapers shoot up and elevateds disappear overnight;
where news comes like shock every few hours; where continually new
news programs keep us from ever finding out the details of previous
news; and where nature is something we drive past in our car, perceiv-
ing a few quickly changing flashes which turn the majesty of a moun-
tain range into the impression of a motion picture. Might it not be that
we do not build up experiences the way it was possible to do decades
ago, and if so wouldn’t that have bearing upon all our educational
efforts? Studies of smaller American communities have shown that since
the turn of the century there has been a steady decrease of efforts in adult
education of the old style. Now radio with its Professor Quiz programs
brings up new forms of mass education which, in their differences from
the old reading and discussion circles, show a striking parallel to the
development sketched here.7

Omitting a number of details and specifications, the “operation” basic
to this approach consists of four steps.

1. A theory about the prevailing trends toward a “promotional culture”
is introduced on the basis of general observations. Although efforts are
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steadily being made to refine and corroborate this theory it is taken for
granted prior to any special study.

2. A special study of any phenomenon consists in determining how it
expresses these prevailing trends [introduced in (1)] and in turn con-
tributes to reinforcing them.

3. The consequences of (2) in stamping human personalities in a
modern, industrial society are brought to the foreground and scrutinized
from the viewpoint of more or less explicit ideas of what endangers and
what preserves the dignity, freedom and cultural values of human beings.

4. Remedial possibilities, if any, are considered.

Before we turn to the value which such an approach can have for the
specific field of communications research, it is first necessary to meet an
objection to the idea of critical research which may be raised against it
on its own ground, to wit, that so much of its effort is spent on what
might be called “showing up” things, rather than on fact-finding or con-
structive suggestions. It must be admitted that being constructive is a
rather relative concept, and that the question of what are relevant facts
cannot be decided only according to established procedures. The situa-
tion is somewhat similar to the wave of criticism which started with the
reports of the Royal Commission in the British Parliament and with the
English social literature of the Dickens type in the first half of the last
century. Then, the task was to discover and to denounce the managerial
cruelties of the new industrial system: child labor, slum conditions, and
so on. Not that all these horrors have now been eliminated, but at least
there is enough public consciousness of them so that whenever a student
finds similar conditions, for instance among migrant workers or share-
croppers, some steps toward improvement are taken. The trend of public
opinion and public administration is toward better social conditions. 
In cultural matters, a similar development has not yet taken place. The
examples given above will be taken by many readers as rather insignifi-
cant in a field which is not of great practical importance. It might very
well be, however, that we are all so busy finding our place in society
according to established standards of success that nothing is more impor-
tant at this moment than to remind ourselves of basic cultural values
which are violated, just as it was of decisive historic importance a
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hundred years ago to remind the English middle classes that they were
overlooking the sacrifices which the new strata of industrial laborers
underwent when the modern industrial world was built. As Waller has
pointed out,8 the moral standards of tomorrow are due to the extreme
sensitiveness of a small group of intellectual leaders of today. A few
decades ago the artist who was destined to be the classic of the suc-
ceeding generation was left to starve in his own time. Today we are very
eager not to overlook any growing talent, and we have fellowships and
many other institutions which try to assist the growth of any seed of
artistic development. Why should we not learn also to be more hos-
pitable to criticism and find forms in which more patience can be 
exercised to wait and, in the end, to see what is constructive and what
is not.9

And now for the specific contributions which the idea of critical
research can make to the student who is engaged in the administrative
research side of the problem. As long as there is so little experience 
in the actual cooperation of critical and administrative research, it is 
very difficult to be concrete. One way to put it is to point to the strong
intellectual stimulation which derives from such joint efforts. There 
will be hardly a student in empirical research who does not sometimes
feel a certain regret or impatience about the vast distance between prob-
lems of sampling and probable errors on the one hand, and the signifi-
cant social problems of our times on the other. Some have hit upon 
the solution of making their social interests their private avocation, 
and keeping that separate from their research procedures, hoping that
one day in the future the two will again merge. If it were possible in the
terms of critical research to formulate an actual research operation which
could be integrated with empirical work, the people involved, the prob-
lems treated and, in the end, the actual utility of the work would greatly
profit.

Such a vitalization of research might well occur in a variety of forms
which can only be exemplified and not stated in a systematic way. Quite
likely, for instance, more attention will be given to problems of control.
If we study the effects of communication, however fine methods we use,
we will be able to study only the effects of radio programs or printed
material that is actually being distributed. Critical research will be 
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especially interested in such material as never gets access to the channels
of mass communication: What ideas and what forms are killed before
they ever reach the general public, whether because they would not be
interesting enough for large groups, or because they would not pay suf-
ficient returns on the necessary investment, or because no traditional
forms of presentation are available?

Once a program is on the air or a magazine is printed, critical research
is likely to look at the content in an original way. A number of exam-
ples are available in the field of musical programs.10 Serious music 
on the radio is not unconditionally accepted as good. The promotion 
of special conductors, which exaggerates the existing differences and
detracts from attention to more important aspects of music, is pointed
to as another intrusion of an advertising mentality into an educational
sphere. The ceaseless repetition of a comparatively small number of 
recognized “master works” is derived from the necessity to keep public
service programs more in line with commercial fare of the radio. From
such an analysis concrete suggestions evolve as to how music programs
on the radio should be conducted to make them really serve a more 
widespread music appreciation. A discussion of the social significance
and the probable effect of popular music, to which almost 50 per cent
of all radio time is given, is also available and so far represents the most
elaborate analysis of a type of mass communication from the point of
view of critical social research.11 Similar studies of printed matter can be
made. For instance, what is the significance of the great vogue of bio-
graphies during the last decade? A study of their content shows that they
all talk in terms of sweeping laws of society, or mankind or the human
soul to which every individual is submitted and at the same time point
up the unique greatness and importance of the one hero they are treat-
ing.12 The success of this kind of literature among middle class readers
is taken as an indication that many of them have lost their bearings in
regard to their social problems. These biographies reflect a feeling that
we are swept by waves of events over which the ordinary human being
has no control and which call for leadership by people with super-human
abilities. By such analysis anti-democratic implications are carved out in
a literary phenomenon which otherwise would not attract the attention
of the social scientist.
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On the other end, upon studying the actual effects of communications,
larger vistas are opened to someone whose observations are influenced
by the critical attitude here discussed. To give only one example: We
praise the contribution which radio makes by enlarging so greatly the
world of each single individual, and undoubtedly the praise is deserved.
But is the matter quite so simple? A farmer might be very well equipped
to handle all the problems which his environment brings up, able to dis-
tinguish what makes sense and what doesn’t, what he should look out
for and what is unimportant. Now the radio brings in a new world new
problems which don’t necessarily grow out of the listener’s own life. This
world has a character of magic, where things happen and are invisible
at the same time; many listeners have no experience of their own which
would help them to appraise it. We know that sometimes has very 
disturbing effects, as witnessed by the attitude of women listeners to
daytime serials,13 by the attitude of millions of letter writers who try to
interfere with the world of radio without really believing that their efforts
will make any difference. It certainly should be worthwhile not to stop
at such incidental observations but to see whether people’s attitudes
toward reality are not more profoundly changed by radio than we
usually find with more superficial observations of their daily habits.

Columbia University’s Office of Radio Research has cooperated in this
issue of Studies in Philosophy and Social Science because it was felt that
only a very catholic conception of the task of research can lead to valu-
able results. If there is any general rule of thumb in intellectual work it
should be the advice never to pass over criticism without exhausting all
the constructive possibilities which might be implied in another person’s
pint of view. The present remarks were written for the purpose of 
clarifying some of the difficulties which were experienced in actually for-
mulating what critical social research consists in and seeing its best place
in a scheme of general integration in all efforts. The writer, whose inter-
ests and occupational duties are in the field of administrative research,
wanted to express his conviction that there is here a type of approach
which, if it were included in the general stream of communications
research, could contribute much in terms of challenging problems and
new concepts useful in the interpretation of known, and in the search
for new, data.
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Notes

*Editor’s note: “Aliens” have refers to foreign nationals.

1. For a general orientation to the field see Douglas Waples, What Reading Does
to People, University of Chicago Press, 1940 and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Radio and
the Printed Page, Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1940. For more current and specific
information the Public Opinion Quarterly, published by the Princeton Univer-
sity Press, is the best source of articles and bibliography.

2. Among the universities, the University of Chicago Library School and the Uni-
versity of Minnesota Journalism School are especially active in the field of com-
munications research. Organizations doing similar work with foundation funds
are the Adult Education Association, the American Film Center, the Columbia
University Office of Radio Research, the Library of Congress and the Princeton
Public Opinion Research Project. In the magazine field, Life and McCall’s
are currently publishing valuable information. Material on radio can best be
obtained through the research directors of the Columbia Broadcasting System
and the National Broadcasting Company.

3. Harold Lasswell, Democracy Through Public Opinion. George Banta Pub-
lishing Co. 1941.

4. There is a rather suggestive way to overcome the argument of the futility of
empirical research. One might, for instance, tell such an opponent that accord-
ing to studies which have been done on people who make up their minds during
a political campaign as to how to vote are influenced by very different factors
than those who have more permanent political affiliations. The opponent will
find that immediately understandable and will say that he could have come to
this conclusion by using good common sense. It so happens that the opposite is
true and that it is possible to predict to a high degree the vote of originally unde-
cided people by means of the same characteristics which describe people with
actual party affiliations. There are many other examples by which common 
sense first can be led to conclusions which then are proved by actual data to be
incorrect.

5. Cf. especially “Traditional and Cultural Theory” in the Zeitschrift fur Social-
forschung, VI (1937), pp. 245–295; “Philosophy and Critical Theory” pp.
625–631. The examples used here in presenting the idea of critical social research
were taken from studies done by Dr. T. W. Adorno.

6. It might help to clarify these ideas by comparing them briefly with other trends
of thought, such as the consumer movement on the one hand and propaganda
analysis on the other. The consumer movement is concerned with concrete
wrongs in current advertising and might even denounce all advertising as eco-
nomically wasteful. For the critical approach, business advertisement is only one
of the many promotional forms by which present society is maintained and its
cultural rather than its economic implications are discussed. A similar difference
appears in comparison with propaganda analysis. The problem is not that people
are misled in regard to certain isolated facts, but that they have less and less
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opportunity to develop standards of judgment of their own because wherever
they turn they are caught by some kind of promotion.

7. Cf. W. Benjamin’s study on Baudelaire in this periodical, Vol. VIII (1939–40),
p. 50 ff.

8. The Family, Dryden Press, 1931.

9. It is quite possible that the radio industry could lead in releasing some of the
pressure which, at this time, keeps much social research in conventional forms
and cuts it off from expanding into new fields. Already, in the field of politics,
the radio industry has proved itself more neutral and more balanced than any
other large business institution. The necessity of keeping in touch with the large
masses of the population might also make them more amenable to trying
methods of research even if, at first, they seem less innocuous. An honest analy-
sis of program contents and program policies might be the first testing ground.

10. See T. W. Adorno, “On a Social Critique of Radio Music,” on file at the
Office of Radio Research, Columbia University.

11. See T. W. Adorno, “On Popular Music,” Studies in Philosophy and Social
Sciences IX, no. 1 (1941), pp. 17–48.

12. Such an analysis has been carried through by L. Lowenthal of the Institute
of Social Research and is now being extended to the many biographies which
are currently appearing in American magazines with mass circulation.

13. See the paper of Hertz Herzog, “On Borrowed Experience,” Studies in 
Philosophy and Social Sciences IX, no. 1 (1941), pp. 65–95.
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24
Researchers at the Federal Trade
Commission—Peril and Promise

Ivan L. Preston
1980

Six years ago Wilkie and Gardner [39] assessed the role of marketing
research at the Federal Trade Commission, following assignments there
as full-time consultants on leave from their universities. This writer is
now in that same position, and this article presents observations on that
experience.

Wilkie and Gardner wrote of the “underutilization of the skills and
insights of researchers in marketing and consumer behavior,” and said
that FTC policy-makers “appear to be reluctant to incorporate the find-
ings of behavioral science and incapable of understanding inferential
research as it bears on their problem.” The article presented an agenda
of topics which the writers described as mishandled by the FTC staff but
capable of correction through researchers’ inputs.

Those authors would probably conclude that much of their assessment
still applies. It is my purpose, however, to comment on some areas in
which FTC staffers have shed their reluctance and in fact have commit-
ted themselves thoroughly to research. For example, Brandt and Preston
[2] showed that use of consumer surveys and expert testimony to iden-
tify deception increased significantly during 1970–73, and a less formal
examination shows that the trend has not only continued since 1973 but
now approaches maximum possible usage. The same is true in cases
involving identification of unfairness and assessment of impact of
required corrective messages, affirmative disclosures, and warnings.
Generically, the research area involves the meaning of the message, not
as literally stated but as conveyed to the mind of the consumer.

In years past the FTC was criticized for looking only at the ad and not
at the consumer to identify deception [2]. This probably happened



because FTC practice broke with tradition by searching not for decep-
tion but for a related characteristic called capacity to deceive [28, ch. 9].
Under prior law prosecutors had to prove both actual deception and
injury, and also prove that the injury was due to the deception. The FTC,
however, was intended by Congress to bring relief to millions of con-
sumers at one time, and obviously there was no way it could prove these
points for every case. A further intention was to stop most deception
before it happened, which meant that what the commission sought to
identify were situations where deception might occur.

One problem with using the concept of capacity to deceive was that
while the term deception encourages one to examine the state of the con-
sumer’s mind, the term capacity to deceive suggests (however naively)
that one need examine only the ad. Thus, the use of this concept, in 
combination with various legal considerations, led to an early habit of
looking only at ads and not at consumers. Even today, the FTC’s judges
and commissioners assert their legal right to make judgments without
consideration of outside evidence such as consumer surveys or testimony
from consumer experts [2].

Nonetheless, the situation is much different today. FTC prosecutors as
well as defending counsel are introducing research in great quantity, and
the judges and commissioners are taking it into account. In the children’s
rulemaking procedure [7] the FTC staff commissioned nearly forty
studies to be entered into the record, obviously expecting that the judge
would examine more than just the ads. Clearly, the basis of decisions
about advertising impact has been shifted to consumer research.

Bill Wilkie, the first professor to assist the prosecuting staff, gives much
credit to Commissioner Mary Gardiner Jones for getting research intro-
duced into advertising cases.1 Jones first brought Murray Silverman, a
Stanford Ph.D. under George Day, to the FTC as one of her assistants,
and she and Silverman then arranged to have Wilkie, another of Day’s
former students, appointed to a staff position for a year in 1972.

Wilkie reports various false starts and uncertain directions as a result
of the staff’s not understanding his potential role. They did not expect a
lot of money to be spent on research, because the totality of their pre-
vious research expenditures had been only $800 in partial support of a
survey introduced in the Wonder Bread case [21].
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Although that modest commitment was the one small step that began
a now extensive process, the staff was not at first anxious to repeat it. I
was hired in 1972 to testify as to advertising meanings on the basis of
theory and expert opinion, and I suggested a survey for further support.
Upon being told there was no money I did a cost-free survey using 
students as subjects, which added to the impact of my testimony on 
the judge [37, pp. 259–61 and 270–71]. Although the advertiser 
hired Raymond Bauer of Harvard to criticize my work, the opinion noted
that Bauer had done no research of his own on the meaning [37, P. 261].
The judge used the survey as corroborating evidence for his finding of
deception.

Wilkie, meanwhile, persuaded the prosecuting staff to make a com-
mitment of $1200 for a survey that helped convince an advertiser to
accept a consent settlement [16]. From that time on the research budget
was established, and it has grown to approximately a million dollars in
the 1979 fiscal year.2

Other factors also brought research into FTC cases. In the late 1960s
the Educational Foundation of the American Association of Advertising
Agencies (A.A.A.A.) had made a series of grants for advertising research.
In 1971 the commission sponsored hearings on how advertising 
works [19] and placed all of that work, as well as that of many other
researchers, on the record. Shortly thereafter the FTC staff began choos-
ing academics from this list to appear as expert witnesses. It thus appears
that the hearings helped establish both the existence and the respectabil-
ity of advertising researchers.

Another factor which encouraged research was the campaign for cor-
rective advertising. Although in most cases the commission need argue
only a capacity to deceive, it can justify the corrective remedy only by
proving that deception actually exists and lingers as a memory trace for
a substantial time after a claim is discontinued [25]. This prompted the
staff to rely heavily on research in the first two important corrective cases
[15,21]. As noted earlier, the staff itself spent only $800 for new research,
but subpoenaed the companies’ own research and also used existing
research and theory on learning and memory.

The two cases were failures in that corrective advertising was not
obtained, but they were probably the most instrumental of any in 
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establishing research as a basis for evidence of advertising impact. In sub-
sequent cases and rulemaking actions the staff began commissioning
much original research, and today it routinely inquires about research
needs in the initiation phases of any prosecution.3

These developments explain why the FTC has hired more than a dozen
professors as advisers for temporary periods. The list includes four—
Wilkie, Gardner, Hal Kassarjian, and Keith Hunt—who have served as
president of the Association for Consumer Research. In 1979 two pro-
fessors worked with the prosecuting attorneys, another was a member
of the Office of Policy Planning and Evaluation, and one was head of
the new Office of Impact Evaluation in the Bureau of Consumer Pro-
tection. Numerous other professors and commercial researchers have
been used on short-term contracts or consultancies by both the FTC and
advertisers.

The bulk of this article will comment on certain results of this exten-
sive utilization of researchers. Although the impact of the experience on
the FTC and advertisers will be discussed, it is my personal opinion that
the impact of the experience on the researchers is both more important
and less thoroughly examined in previous discussions. Thus I will take
up that topic fist.

Impact of the FTC and Advertisers on Researchers

To say that the FTC and advertisers impact on researchers is to say 
that the advocacy process impacts on them. I will attempt to show 
here that the advocacy role—which, as a participant in legal proceeding,
one simply cannot avoid—affects the work of researchers in unfortu-
nate ways. Reseachers are interpreting findings in the direction that 
favors their side to such an extent that they produce conclusions so con-
tradictory as to be surely unacceptable to the research community as a
whole.

The FTC judge in the children’s hearings caught this tendency in 
the following exchange with an FTC witness [13, pp. 959–1036]. Judge
Needelman, after listening to the researcher’s conclusions, responded,
“Perhaps this is academic to you researchers, but when you find some-
thing that agrees with you, you always report that, for example, ‘70
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percent of the children studied agree with the hypothesis.’ But when you
find that only 30 percent of the children agree, you say, ‘Well, that’s still
a very substantial number.’”

The researcher replied, “I always am explicit in presenting what per-
centage it is, so the reader can weigh the facts for himself.” And the judge
said, “Well, in your summaries you use more colorful language, as many
researchers do.” We might conclude that Judge Needel(man) is very aptly
named!

I discussed that incident with the researcher, who responded that he
feels it is his job not just to present percentages, but to draw conclusions
about what they mean. One can agree with his position emotionally,
because it is difficult to collect extensive data and then resist interpreting
it. One may argue, in fact, that this has become the academic researcher’s
habit; it is done constantly in our published work. Editors, probably
because their pages are brightened by such content, appear not to dis-
courage the habit.

In court, however, the results are different. When that researcher
reported his percentages he laid a foundation for doing so (a significant
requirement in procedures involving expert witnesses4) by describing his
personal qualifications and his specific research methodology, so that 
the percentages he reported reflected the expertise that qualified him to
appear. When he tried to testify as to the implications of his data for
social policy, however, he went beyond his expertise; that is, he had not
laid a foundation which established him as an expert in what the find-
ings mean to society. This is an example of the way researchers may talk
out of turn in the courtroom, and one might suppose that the same
overextension might be considered unacceptable in the journals as well.

There have been many instances in which researchers on the two sides
have drawn models of the consumer that are so different as to suggest
they are consumers from different planets. FTC witnesses in the chil-
dren’s rulemaking were absolutely positive that youngsters cannot under-
stand that TV commercials have an underlying selling intent and are
created by people who think of kids fundamentally as sales targets. Their
opinion was based upon Piaget’s theory of child development, which
asserts that children below a certain age do not and cannot have certain
cognitive abilities [13].
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Industry-sponsored researchers were equally positive that children
understand selling intent perfectly, and that many children who may not
inherently have specific cognitive abilities can be trained to have them
[13, p. 4]. There is a similar range of opinion about adults, with FTC
witnesses in numerous cases saying in effect that the consumer is stupid
and thus needs regulation, while industry witnesses say the consumer is
smart and so does not [28, ch. 10].

When the topic of required disclosures arises, the parties change sides.
FTC witnesses assert that consumers are smart enough to read disclo-
sures and act appropriately. Industry witnesses conclude the consumer is
too stupid to read any disclosures, or if he does he will get the meaning
wrong [9, 10, 14].

Differences in stance are also applied to research methods. The head
of a research firm testified on behalf of Anacin that tests of TV com-
mercials conducted by ASI are not of value in determining what mean-
ings people get from ads [11, pp. 5494–695]. He described many ways
in which ASI’s testing environment is not a true home viewing environ-
ment, but neglected to note that numerous corporations—among them,
Anacin’s manufacturer—nonetheless use ASI tests to show what their
messages convey to the public. Since in this instance the data were to be
used against it, the company chose to represent ASI tests as lacking in
value.

Of course, there are reasonable disagreements about research methods,
but members of the research community ought not to deny agreement
that exists. The witness for one side, for example, says research must
always use open-ended questions because structured questions are
worthless, while the other side’s witness says the opposite [37]. Might it
be reasonable to conclude in such instances that someone is quite 
blatantly and knowingly ignoring various generally accepted 
understandings?

Until corrections can be applied, there will probably continue to 
be startling assertions made on the witness stand. One researcher
attempted a defense of the .01 level of statistical significance, despite 
conventional acceptance of the .05 level [11, pp. 4766–851 and
5048–187]. He had wanted to test for differences, but for purposes of
advocacy had not wanted to find any. On cross-examination he admit-
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ted that a number of the tests which were not significant at .01 were sig-
nificant at .05.

The same researcher also did a separate set of tests that revealed almost
no differences at .01 but also almost none at .05. For this set he declared
he had tested at .05, which made it look as though he had tried as hard
as possible to find significance but could not. When asked in court to
explain why he had used different levels on different tests, he said he did
so because his lawyer asked him to. So much for independent expertise!

In another case, a witness who had heard of “primacy” claimed not
to be familiar with “recency” [4]. Surely the scholar who has heard of
one of these has heard of the other, yet one’s advocacy position may be
strengthened by recognition of only one.

Another example is the way researchers have been arguing that dis-
closures of risk will or will not work in ads for over-the-counter antacids
[14]. The FTC is considering certain diclosures that are already on
product labels—for example, that a product should not be used without
a doctor’s permission by those who must have low-sodium diets. Indus-
try witnesses stated that TV ads cannot communicate such a warning
because it would make the ad’s informational content too complex for
the typical consumer to process [12, pp. 2624–722 and 2731–808]. TV,
they said, following the analysis of Krugman [23, 24], is a low-
involvement medium, meaning that people pay little attention and that
TV therefore can dependably do nothing more than convey a brand name
and some very simple attribute.

Arguably these are misstatements about low involvement. Krugman
did not say a low-involvement medium cannot convey information,
although it may do so less effectively. Nor did he say that all TV is auto-
matically low-involvement, which the industry witnesses also implied.
FTC attorneys might challenge such statements by asking about complex
advertising claims which appear to have been successful on TV. 
McDonald’s, for example, with its jingles such as “two all-beef patties,
special sauce, lettuce . . . ,” etc., have in fact turned complexity into a
characteristic that is itself highly involving.

The problem of having opposing sides present opposite pictures of the
consumer and of the research process was nicely distilled in a statement
made by Fletcher Waller while representing General Mills in the 
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children’s rulemaking. Waller quoted what he called Gibson’s Rule,
which is that for every Ph.D. there is an equal and opposite Ph.D. [13,
pp. 603–32].

An unfortunate aspect of this situation is that lawyers see it as accept-
able, because it is the framework within which they customarily operate.
In every case, there are witnesses lined up on opposite sides. For example,
a newsmagazine’s feature on psychiatry described how some psychiatrists
in the Patty Hearst trial swore she was mentally ill while others said she
wasn’t [30]. That is not an unusual situation to a lawyer, and in fact they
do it themselves. During the children’s hearings, Judge Needelman stated
to a witness who was an attorney that “every lawyer I meet, on both
sides, seems to be absolutely sure about how the Supreme Court will
eventually rule on the First Amendment aspects of the children’s rule”
[13, 4243–87].

Thus, to paraphrase Waller, for every lawyer there is an equal and
opposite lawyer, but that does not mean the lawyer is a proper role model
for the researcher. A lawyer’s job is to take sides, and his defense of the
indefensible is no mark of opprobrium; it is the way he is supposed to
be. It is much less reasonable to argue that is the way researchers are
supposed to be. The point of mentioning the Hearst trial is that the inci-
dent was damaging to psychiatry, and surely the same behavior will be
equally damaging to advertising and marketing and communication
researchers.

Some Beneficial Aspects for Researchers
Meanwhile, there is a way in which participation in legal cases appears
beneficial to researchers. It is that the process of cross-examination is an
excellent exercise in discipline, more severe than that represented by the
criteria of journal editors or dissertation committee members. The latter
typically want the candidate to succeed, whereas the cross-examiner
wants him to lose. It means that research must in many ways be better
for the courtroom.

Sometimes this process can be taken to an unfair extreme. When I first
testified, the opposing counsel’s opener was to request I be dismissed
because my credentials were worthless, the research I’d done was
“replete with bias,” and I simply had no redeeming social value applic-
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able to the case that he could ascertain [38]. This approach is no longer
taken, because the existence of communication researchers has since been
granted judicial recognition many times over. An approach that remains
popular, however, is to charge that research that isn’t perfect (and it never
is, after all) must therefore be utterly worthless.

A sample, for instance, because it is not a random selection of the U.S.
public, may be represented as not being projectable at all to that public
[38]. If the researcher has evidence of projectability he can present it and
the judge may accept it, but the point is that such argument must be
offered explicitly and must withstand scrutiny. In court there is no such
thing as assuming that all present are friendly colleagues who will accept
a variety of unstated assumptions.

Another aspect of discipline is that one side’s research may be bested
by that of the other side. In the hearings regarding proposed disclosures
about protein supplements, the witness for one side was a researcher who
had shown consumers various disclosure statements on cards to deter-
mine what meanings were conveyed. The other side’s researcher had
affixed such statements to bottles that protein supplements actually come
in. The latter was judged a superior method, with greater external valid-
ity, and more true to life than use of the cards [6; 9, pp. 16–17 and
127–28].

A thesis or journal article will not typically face head-to-head compe-
tition that permits only one winner, but that is what happened in the
protein supplement rulemaking. Litigation is a stiff level of competition,
and it should have a good impact on the quality of research.

Impact of Research on the FTC and Advertisers

On this topic one might first observe that research is an improvement on
intuition for getting at the truth. This topic, however, has been discussed
before [2], and therefore I would like to concentrate on an aspect of
researchers’ impact that has not been as closely examined.

The point is that research is essentially pro-FTC, or more broadly,
proregulation, proconsumerist. The reason is that research tends to
reveal the limitations of the consumer. It shows the extent to which the
consumer fails to meet the traditional description of the rational human
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who has unlimited intellectual and cognitive powers, who always con-
siders all possible information, and who therefore always makes the deci-
sion most to his benefit. The failure of the typical consumer to match
such a standard provides the rationale for regulation by encouraging the
conclusion that many consumers, if left alone, will make decisions that
are less than the most beneficial. That is the sense in which we can argue
that research is proregulation.

As a person who has exhibited some sympathy toward consumerist
and regulatory positions [28], I have performed some introspection in
asking myself: What does it mean to me to say I am proregulation? The
answer is not that I prefer one group of people or one set of goals over
another, but rather that my orientation is simply data-based. It is not
ideological; it is simply a research position. Or, put another way, my ide-
ology is that of data.

Such an orientation implies preference for the side supported by the
data, be it pro- or antiregulation. This usually means, as observed earlier,
a preference for a proregulation position, but there are important excep-
tions. The outstanding example of data which oppose regulation prob-
ably occurred when the FTC was considering outlawing in children’s ads
the emphasis on premium offers such as the toys that come in cereal
boxes [5]. The proposed theory was that kids’ interest in the premium
would distract them from attention to the product, so that the purchas-
ing influence exercised on parents would lack attention to more central
attributes.

Amid these deliberations a study appeared that simply found other-
wise [35]. Commercials shown to children were varied so that the
premium was featured for ten, fifteen, or twenty of the total thirty
seconds. Although the longer presentations interfered with learning
about the product, kids who saw the ten-second treatment learned more
about it than controls who saw commercials which made no mention of
the premium. The premium may have added to the child’s motivation to
learn about the product. The FTC halted its investigation and issued no
rule.

A person committed to data can have no choice but to agree, and if
the data always supported industry in that way I would have to be listed
as a strong proindustry proponent. But the data typically are not that
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way. See, for example, the FTC’s attacks in the 1970s on advertising
implications that had not previously been seen as content conveyed to
consumers [27]. When I say I am proregulation, therefore, I am simply
observing that the picture given of the consumer by research is in my
opinion closer to what the FTC says than to what industry says.

This opinion will not go unchallenged, but can rightfully be countered
not by the lobbying skills or volume of press releases utilized by indus-
try but only by professional assessments from qualified experts in con-
sumer behavior. Representatives of industry often offer assessments that
are not professional, as when a distinguished advertising leader visted
the FTC and declared that the American consumer is “the smartest
person in the world,” and so not in need of government regulatioon [18].
How many times have we heard that claim in advertisers’ speeches and
writings, and how late it is, in 1980, to be ignoring the facts that refute
such a claim.

Although it is now obvious that research may be used against indus-
try, there was a considerable period during which neither industry nor
the FTC apparently was aware of that potential. At least one of the
research projects sponsored by the A.A.A.A. a decade ago [29] was even-
tually used against industry in FTC proceedings [37, p. 9].

Nor did the FTC at first recognize the possibilities. When research was
first proposed, the prevailing view of commission lawyers was that indus-
try would devote so much more funding than the FTC could muster that
the commission would be foolish to conduct its cases on such a basis.5

Several years passed before they realized that research—in many cases
the advertisers’ own research [e.g., 17, 21]—would primarily favor their
position, despite the differential in funding ability.

Today it is evident that the impact of research represents a tough
problem for industry. Advertisers may often wish to keep research hidden
from view, but the task is difficult in view of FTC subpoena powers that
can empty out all the file drawers on Madison Avenue. A solution might
be to use research and destroy it immediately, and in fact such a sug-
gestion has been made by Joseph Smith of the Oxtoby-Smith research
firm [36].

Smith’s remark concerned the verbatim statements collected from sub-
jects about what messages they see in ads. Such verbatims are often found
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by the FTC to be evidence of deceptive content. What Smith said was
that in the future the lifespan of a verbatim was going to be about that
of a butterfly in spring; when the FTC came to look, the cupboard would
be bare. The remark was undoubtedly made in jest, because researchers
probably realize that the existence of a verbatim gap could produce the
same impact that a well-known tape gap did. The comment illustrates
industry’s dilemma, however, in recognizing that research is needed yet
can be damaging.

Expectations and Recommendations

This article will conclude with a look at the future, to see what further
developments are likely and what steps researchers might take to combat
the problems discussed.

Impact of FTC and Advertisers on Researchers
Although desiring an end to tendencies to let advocacy interfere with
truth, we should first acknowledge that conflicting views are not always
inappropriate. For example, it is arguable that the positions of those 
who support or refute Piaget are equally valid given today’s knowledge
of child development, so that early resolution cannot reasonably be
demanded. Therefore, we cannot expect full elimination of the “equal
and opposite Ph.D.” problem, but we can certainly recommend elimi-
nation of the many conflicts in which opposing positions are not equally
valid.

Researchers’ professional organizations may be the best vehicles for
urging achievement of consensus. Such organizations might conduct
debates about what positions to advocate on given topics, then urge
members to honor these positions. There are problems with this pro-
posal, of course, including the probability that the organizations cannot
exert levels of persuasion or sanctions sufficient to control all of their
members, not to mention nonmembers.

Alternatively, changes might be achieved in FTC procedures. One
apparent possibility is that a judge might say, “We are not going to have
research studies with opposite results in this case. You attorneys must
get both sides together, and I will hold you all in contempt unless you
develop in thirty days’ time one research study you both can accept. That
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study will be done, and the losing side will not be heard to speak of bias
and invalidity.”

Probably there is not much hope for such a plan. Conceivably it would
produce some Myron Farbers of the research world who would rather
go to jail. Further, procedural rules give an advertiser many rights under
due process to conduct his defense as he chooses, so that the judge could
not stop him from presenting unilaterally conducted research.6 The
chance remains that a judge might persuade parties to cooperate volun-
tarily, and in fact Wilkie and Hunt once successfully urged such 
cooperation [16].

It is also conceivable that the FTC might ask its in-house research con-
sultants to assist in issuing advisory guides that approve or disapprove
various practices, in hopes of prompting parties to cease disputing these
matters. Again, the success of such a plan would depend on the willing-
ness of participants to accept these guides voluntarily.

Probably the best hope for resolution lies in the underlying theory of
the advocacy process itself, which holds that the clash of conflicting ideas
will lead ultimately to the truth. The word “ultimately” is the key con-
sideration; it means that the process may take a long time. In the short
run the lawyers may be badly befuddled, as with the issue of low involve-
ment, because of their lack of familiarity with relevant research.

Yet FTC practice virtually guarantees that such topics will return in
subsequent cases, giving the parties a chance to recoup their losses. Typ-
ically a lawyer wins a position that lacks merit only because the oppos-
ing lawyer fails to reveal properly the merits of his own side. When this
failure is corrected, later cases will result in opposite decisions; an excel-
lent example is FTC’s success in winning corrective advertising in the 
Listerine case after a series of prior failures [25].

Of course, the resolution of old conflicts will probably be accompa-
nied by the introduction of new ones. Therefore we cannot predict the
end of the types of problems discussed here; we can only recommend
steps that may shorten the time required to resolve them.

Impact of Researchers on FTC and Advertisers
Because the impact of research is generally proregulatory, it is surprising
that there has been no concerted attempt by industry to reverse or at
least dilute such results. There could, for example, be a systematic effort
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to research the ways in which consumers often do respond rationally,
but industry has not yet attempted to make this case.

Industry witnesses in the children’s rulemaking hearings [13] have
urged that education rather than regulation will solve the problems.
There is probably much accuracy in the position, but unless it is
researched it must remain an empty claim.

It appears that the advertising industry has not used research ade-
quately to make the points that industry can legitimately make. This is
strange when one assumes that industry has far more resources available
for the job. Hugstad [20] argued that money will mean victory, but the
record of the 1970s suggests that in some cases money could not over-
come a superior debating position (as when a company’s own research
was used against it) and that in other cases the money simply was not
spent.

Industry’s unfortunate relationship to research is accentuated by the
possibility that the FTC may eventually use research to forge various
advanced regulatory positions. It might, for example, get into research
on puffery claims [26, 32, 33], on claims involving social-psychological
or emotional issues [31, 34], or on claims involving pictorial images and
other nonverbal messages [1, 22, 38]. To examine these things is to
examine what ads imply rather than what they literally state. Although
the FTC has attacked many sorts of implications already [27], it has not
yet done much work in these areas.

What has kept the commission from attacking puffery is undoubtedly
institutional inertia [28] rather than an inability to research what it
implies. One can research puffery simply by asking people what a par-
ticular claim means and determining whether it implies any factual
content. The same is true for emotional claims.

FTC personnel have been heard to say that nonverbal claims cannot
be researched.7 This feeling probably stems from the lawyer’s habit of
dealing so exclusively in words that pictures may seem out of reach [22].
However, if researchers can use Rorschach inkblot testing, in which a
subject reports in words what an abstract image has conveyed, the same
can be done with advertisements. Were each consumer to report differ-
ent words, no conclusion could be drawn. It is arguable, however, that
a substantial number of consumers will often agree on the meaning con-
veyed by nonverbal components of an ad.
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To discuss the above types of claims, which comprise virtually the
entirety of that advertising which is not yet regulated, is not to imply
that all such claims will eventually be found deceptive. It is only to
suggest that many of them have not been researched, and that if in the
future they are researched, whatever level of deception they convey will
then be revealed. This writer’s personal feeling is that such an extension
of research is likely to reveal many types of deception that the FTC hasn’t
yet discovered.

This prediction is made because the commission, despite its immense
commitment in the 1970s to the above-mentioned types of research, is
still far from assimilating the full field of consumer behavior [39]. One
may expect that persons such as lawyers, who are highly educated but
have not studied research on behavior, are more likely to perceive the
typical consumer in terms of what they themselves would do. They
would thus conclude that if they themselves disbelieved a claim and were
thereby not deceived, the public would do the same and no regulation
would be needed.

Those who have studied research on behavior are more likely to
attribute to the consumer various instances of cognitive failure, such as
the tendency to succumb to wishful thinking or to the power of sugges-
tion. The FTC’s grasp of the power of suggestion is, to date, only super-
ficial. This is not to suggest that all suggestion is bad or that the process
of persuasion is immoral per se. It is only to observe that from a stand-
point of research-based knowledge of human beings, there is much that
has not yet been incorporated into the body of facts that the FTC 
recognizes.

A reasonable prediction, then, is that although industry might do much
to counteract the current impact of advertising research, it is likely that
research in the future will continue to lend support primarily to the reg-
ulatory position.

Notes

1. William L. Wilkie 1979, personal communication.

2. Kenneth Bernhardt 1979, personal communication.

3. Observations made to me by FTC staffers explain how to choose between
academic and commercial researchers. Commercial firms are preferable when one
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knows exactly what one wants done because they will proceed with the task as
requested, whereas professors typically want to change a study to fit their own
agenda. However, when original thinking is needed to define the task, an acad-
emic researcher is often a better choice, because the commercial firms find that
the time spent in analysis is bad for profits. Such firms prefer to offer a standard
method which can be used by every client, in order to keep thinking time down
and profits up.

4. Wallace Snyder 1979, personal communication.

5. Ibid.

6. Ibid.

7. Ibid.
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25
“Fraught with Such Great Possibilities”:
The Historical Relationship of
Communication Research to Mass Media
Regulation

Byron Reeves and James L. Baughman
1983

Social research in the twentieth century has had, at best, an indirect rela-
tionship to government policies toward mass communication. Although
recent considerations of the FCC, FTC, and Congress have included tes-
timony from selected academics, the crucial political decisions have
largely ignored mass communication scholarship. Further, government
has been more likely to influence research than research to shape policy.
Therefore, the most interesting questions about the interaction of
research and policy do not concern the nature of, but rather the con-
straints, on the relationship.

The discussion of these constraints revolves around three separate sec-
tions: (1) the research on the uses and effects of mass communication;
(2) the actors and institutions in the policy-making process; and (3) char-
acteristics of the interaction between research and policy that have and
may continue to preclude a productive relationship.

Research on Media Uses and Effects

One of the simplest explanations for the lack of interaction between
policy-makers and researchers is that one or both parties were non-
existent or inactive, especially during the first half of this century. This
explanation would be especially tempting to attribute to mass media
researchers. How could research possibly affect policy if appropriate
studies did not exist? Many current reviews of effects research support
this conclusion by concentrating only on the last fifteen years of research,
biasing reviews in favor of television studies, and acknowledging only a
handful of important works conducted between the two world wars and



before the introduction of television (Cf. Roberts and Bachen, 1972;
McLeod and Reeves, 1980; Chaffee, 1977).

Although no comprehensive history of mass communication research
has been written, many abbreviated descriptions of the history at least
allude to social scientists’ studies of media uses and effects through the
century’s first eight decades. These descriptions suggest that ideas about
media impact have progressed from direct (or one-step) effects to indi-
rect (or multi-step) effects. This change was preceded by a “libertarian”
view of media and superseded by recent “middle-ground” theories.
Authors have different labels for the periods of research, though the spe-
cific activities that the terms describe are essentially identical.1 In fact,
agreement about this history is uncanny given the debate that usually
governs historical studies about the social sciences. Even scholars who
are critical of the “administrative” tone of American media research
acknowledge this shift, though they view it less as a theoretical devel-
opment than as an attempt to direct research toward the interests of
media practitioners and to promote the ideology of social democracy
(Gitlin, 1981).

Briefly, the conventional history of mass communication research goes
as follows: At the turn of the century, libertarianism—here meaning that
society was best served by many voices—was firmly in place as an expla-
nation of how people should use information. To participate effectively
in the marketplace of ideas, educated individuals must have access to
competing ideas. Innate human reason and rationality should result in
correct and moral decisions based on uncensored information.2 But with
the great propaganda campaigns associated with World War I which
most observers judged highly effective, Harold Lasswell, a professor of
political science at the University of Chicago, suggested that people could
be easy targets for propaganda. Lasswell (1935) labeled his idea the
“hypodermic needle model” of media effects because he assumed that
messages have a direct and undifferentiated impact on individuals.3

In the 1940s, Lasswell’s idea received three comprehensive and sophis-
ticated empirical tests conducted by the sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld and
others working in the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia
University.4 These studies questioned the ability of media to effect
directly important political decisions and, indeed, found that media had
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limited persuasive power. What little influence existed, operated through
opinion leaders who in turn were able to influence others. This idea
about indirect effects was crystallized in the “two-step flow” theory, and
it was applied to other areas of media content, most notably fashion,
other product choices, and movie attendance (Katz and Lazarsfeld,
1955). This school of inquiry signified a trend toward practical and
applied communication research which looked at immediate short-term
effects of messages for the benefit of communication administrators in
advertising (Martineau, 1957), public relations (Davis and Baran, 1981),
and government information campaigns during wartime (Hovland et al.,
1940).

The most recent period of media effects research has produced
“middle-range” ideas about influence. Joseph Klapper wrote in 1960 that
media indirectly effect people through reinforcement rather than change.
Media were seen as contributory rather than necessary causes and almost
never as necessary and sufficient for audience effects. Researchers began
concentrating on the contingent conditions for media effects and vari-
ables intervening between media exposure and response (McLeod and
Reeves, 1980). Others parted from the notion of passive audiences in
favor of ideas about audiences as active participants in the communica-
tion process.5 Interest grew in what people do with media rather than
with what media do to people.6

Authors of studies from the most recent era tend to dismiss their pre-
decessors’ labors in the 1920s and 1930s with cursory references to
“hypodermic needle” models, Lasswell’s writing on wartime propa-
ganda, and the reaction of radio listeners in 1938 to the broadcast of
Orson Welles’ Invasion from Mars (Cantril, 1940). A closer look at this
period of research shows that there was substantially more policy-
relevant research in mass communication than is acknowledged today.
Further, those participating in the studies did so with the expectation that
their work would help shape a better society, although not always
through government action. The cities of Portland, Chicago, and Toledo
had by 1920 conducted empirical research on the effects of film on chil-
dren for the purpose of writing city ordinances regulating local movie
houses (Phelan, 1919). Respected academics of the time, including
several from the “Chicago school” of sociology conducted studies that

Communication Research and Mass Media Regulation 531



explored the negative consequences of film on children. Their conclu-
sions were often voiced as criticism of the film industry, as recommen-
dations for parents, or as prescriptions for government intervention.7

The Payne Fund Studies reported in 1932 constitute the most neglected
research on film effects.8 Even by current standards of theory and
method, the six volumes of research—conducted by some of the most
prominent psychologists, sociologists, and educators of the time—repre-
sented a detailed look at the effects of film content on such diverse reac-
tions as sleep patterns, knowledge about foreign cultures, attitudes about
violence, and delinquent behavior. Some of the major conclusions of the
reports—for example, that the same message would affect children dif-
ferently depending on the child’s age, sex, predispositions, perceptions,
and parental influence—are identical to summaries of the most recent
studies on children and television (Charters, 1933). Although initiated
by critics of the movie industry to lend support for possible regulatory
action, the studies were conducted with an air of scientific detachment
reminiscent of the 1972 Surgeon General’s Report, in which researchers
were forbidden to discuss policy in their individual reports. Despite a
disinterested tone, summaries of the Payne research were policy-oriented.
W. Charters, chairman of the Payne Fund research committee, thought
that “the public at present must take, within the limits of censorship,
whatever pictures are made” (Charters, 1933, p. 63). He added,
however, that the research demonstrated that producers should be
expected “to experiment, to invent, to try out, to eliminate, to press per-
sistently until they produce proper solutions to the problem,” and that
“a research organization is clearly indicated” (Charters, 1933, p. 63).
Interestingly, criticism of the Payne Fund studies by Raymond Moley,
published five years after the report was released, mentioned the same
weaknesses applied to current effects research; that is, that causality 
is difficult to document, nonmedia information sources (e.g., parents,
peers, personal experience) are difficult to eliminate as contributors to
the effects, and the conclusions often depend on questionable survey
methods (Moley, 1938).

The research on public opinion, propaganda, and promotional 
campaigns was similarly substantial in this period, both in theory and
quantity. Although some recent reviews of this “direct effects” research
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characterize the logic of the era as heavily shaped by general learning
theory and simple stimulus-response models in behaviorist psychology,
it is in fact hard to find any evidence that this was the case (Rowland,
1982). Lasswell, who first used the term “hypodermic needle,” did
assume that messages would have an undifferentiated impact on indi-
viduals; however, he based his ideas on Freudian theory about primitive
and irrational forces that control the unconscious mind (Lasswell, 1935).
He suggested that individuals would be easy targets for propaganda
because they would consequently be incapable of resistance or counter-
argument. By 1932, L. L. Thurston had had a significant effect on the
social sciences by popularizing the concept of attitude and introducing
a measurement procedure to assess attitudes in a number of different
contexts, including studies about newspaper readership (Nafziger, 1930;
Gallup, 1930), the effects of promotional campaigns, and the impact of
the press on public opinion (Droba, 1931; Annis and Meier, 1934).
Thurston was also a contributor to the Payne Fund research and was
responsible for many of the survey questionnaires designed to test the
influence of film. Many of the other Payne Fund studies also relied on
cognitive concepts taken from developmental psychology and, in this
sense, these studies resemble the research of today.9

All told, the research of this era was also impressive in quantity. In
1931, the Social Science Research Council appointed a Committee on
Pressure Groups and Propaganda to compile an annotated bibliography
on the “scientific study of propaganda” (Lasswell et al., 1935). The com-
mittee collected hundreds of citations and organized them, as perhaps
we would today, according to literature on sources of information 
(e.g., national government, political parties, professional groups, labor
groups), channels of information (e.g., educational systems, moving pic-
tures, newspapers, radio, telegraph, books, periodicals), the messages or
symbols used (symbols about people, groups, policies, institutions), and
the responses to propaganda (e.g., civic activity, health habits, temper-
ance and prohibition, ideas about policies of the government). The intro-
duction to the collection, written by Lasswell, detailed current thinking
on theories of propaganda and public opinion; the last section cited
methodological advances in the measurement of attitudes and opinions.
It is also quite obvious from this collection that social science was
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expected to serve policy needs. The study of propaganda and the prac-
tices of propagandists went one with the other (Lasswell, 1935).

The bulk of research conducted on media effects in the interwar 
years suggests that current scholars should not be smug either about their
field’s methodological and theoretical advances or policy implications 
for governmental regulation. Many of the authors who discuss the
history of media research do so for the purpose of showing how 
much it has progressed. In other words, today’s scholars supposedly
present more valid conclusions about media effects. Yet this is a mis-
leading summary. The validity of research then—as now—varied. Not
only was more research conducted in the 1920s and 1930s than has 
been acknowledged of late, but the investigators proved in retrospect 
to be strikingly sophisticated in their labors and social purpose. The
authors were not a small band of brothers, offering simple behavioral-
istic ideas about the process of effects. Some even had well-developed
formulations which they expected to be utilized for social betterment
(especially if one construed the improvement of broadcasting and gov-
ernment propaganda, rather than mass media regulation per se, as a pos-
itive social end).

During the “indirect effects” era of research, attention was concen-
trated on the practices and needs of industry, largely through the model
provided by Lazarsfeld’s Bureau of Applied Social Research and the con-
nection with Frank Stanton at CBS. It is clear that Lazarsfeld and others
expected their data to have practical applications. And there were major
links to practice, as scholars served the growing demands of media
administrators for counsel on political and advertising campaigns, and
analyses of audience size, demographics, and interests (Lazarsfeld, 1941).
Several authors suggest that it was at this point that American
researchers abandoned the critical perspectives advocated by European
scholars and instead directed research towards the needs of media cor-
porations (Gitlin, 1981; Davis and Baran, 1981).

Misconceptions about this era of research—from 1940 until the intro-
duction of television—could lead to the erroneous conclusion that not
much evidence was available for application to policy. Although most of
this era’s work was hardly hostile to the private sector, there were notable
exceptions, even in the volumes, Radio Research and Communications
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Research, edited by Lazarsfeld and Stanton. This other research not only
went beyond ideas about a two-step flow, but did not support an overall
limited-effects conclusion. For example, in the first volume of the series,
Frederick Meine found a direct empirical relationship between children’s
consumption of newspaper and radio news, and knowledge about
current affairs, even controlling for age, sex, and intelligence (Meine,
1941). William Robinson discovered that brand consciousness was
greater for radio families and that radio affected even church attendance
(Robinson, 1941). The latter two volumes included discussions of song
hits shaping sales, wartime propaganda affecting information dissemi-
nation and cultural understanding (Peatman, 1944; Siepmann, 1944),
and daytime radio serials affecting the social milieu of men and women
audiences (Kaufman, 1944).

Other articles in the Lazarsfeld-Stanton volumes warrant a second
look, including ones by Rudolf Arnheim (1944) and Herta Herzog
(1944) on daytime radio serials and a study by Katherine Wolf and 
Marjorie Fiske (1949) on children and comics. These studies offer a pre-
view to many of the theoretical concepts discussed as “new” ideas in
later television research. The effects of radio serials were thought to
depend on “listener gratifications” and the need for vicarious “social par-
ticipation” (Herzog, 1944, pp. 7, 23). Children received certain “grati-
fications” from comics as they progressed through three qualitatively
different “stages” of sophistication in their ability to read and under-
stand the comics (Wolf and Fiske, 1944, p. 7). “Parental mediation” of
media experiences was advocated by almost all mothers, yet few played
any role in prohibition (Wolf and Fiske, 1944, p. 37). It is especially
worth noting that descriptions of the effects process in these studies were
largely psychological. Unlike the sociological basis of ideas about
opinion leaders and the multiple steps involved in information dissemi-
nation, these studies talked about “psychological identification” with the
characters on radio and the psychological differences in children’s needs
and ability to process information in comics (Arnheim, 1944, pp. 55–57).
All told, although most research in the 1940s aided mass communica-
tion’s administrators, studies did exist that could have been used to
justify the intervention of mass communication’s regulators, especially in
relation to child audiences.
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With the introduction of television in the 1950s, the amount of media
research virtually exploded. Departments of communication formed
where none had previously existed, schools of journalism and depart-
ments of speech and rhetoric committed themselves to interdisciplinary
social research on mass communication, and several important research
institutes were either started or grew substantially.10 New journals that
focused on media research (e.g., Journal of Broadcasting, Journal of
Communication) appeared and research activities in academic associa-
tions increased and divisions within the associations became committed
sponsors of empirical mass communication research (McLeod and
Reeves, 1980, pp. 37–38, 39).

During the 1950s and early 60s, scholars were actively writing defin-
itions of communication and mass communication, proposing models 
of the communication process, and defending communication research
as a behavioral discipline (Shannon and Weaver, 1949; Westley and
MacLean, 1957; Berlo, 1960; Miller, 1966). Increasingly, researchers
were educated in communication programs and accepted faculty posi-
tions in the same programs. Contributors to the research literature began
to locate their work not in the traditional areas of psychology and 
sociology, but in the “new discipline” of communication research.
Schramm’s observation that communication research was “an oasis in
the desert, where many trails cross, and many travelers pass but only a
few tarry,” was no longer true (Schramm, 1967; Paisley, 1972).

The potential applications of research to government policy offered
further legitimization of the area. Although media researchers by this
time had experience applying research to the needs of the media’s man-
agers, the prospect of participating in government regulation appeared
even more hopeful. Robert Merton and Daniel Lerner concluded in 1951
that “the prestige of the social scientist, on a national scale, would seem
to be diminished by affiliation with the business community.” On the
topic of government affiliation, however, they commented that “the dis-
tinctive reward of governmental service to the social scientist has been a
sharp increase in his power” (Merton and Lerner, 1951).

Researchers have remained optimistic about the potential for their
data to relate to policy. And an as yet unpublished analysis of all research
done in mass communication reveals that a large number of studies con-
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ducted in the last twenty years mention the policies of FCC, FTC, con-
gressional committees, or special considerations by the Surgeon General
and presidential commissions (Wartella and Reeves, 1982). Others note
possible action by citizens groups, parents, or media practitioners. A few
reports actually use the policies, or anticipated policies, as starting points
for the design of research; however, most reports relegate policy to the
discussion sections of journal articles or to summary chapters in books.
This is not to say, however, that researchers refer to specific bills in Con-
gress or case numbers at the FTC or that political orientations are
explicit. Jay Blumler noted in a comment about media research reported
in an academic journal that “American material seemed virtually unclas-
sifiable in such purposive terms: its social commitments and anchorages
were not clearly manifest” (Blumler, 1978). The policy connections are
often implicit: determined more obviously by looking at the nature of
the questions addressed (and consequently those questions ignored) than
by examining the specific links discussed in the reports. That the research
is meant to be applied rather than basic, however, seems obvious.

Through all periods of research on the uses and effects of media, there-
fore, scholars actively studied questions that concerned the public, the
communications industries, or government regulators and legislators,
and the researchers expected that their efforts could in some form result
in social change. They were not, in other words, writing only for them-
selves, their peers, or scholarly publications.

Regulation of Mass Communication

The preceding comments about studies of mass communication effects
summarize thousands of citations generated by hundreds of researchers.
Yet, until the 1970s, few regulators of the mass media bothered to inte-
grate communication research into their policy-making deliberations.
Although on the national, state, and local level from the beginning of
the twentieth century, officials regulating society and business formulated
policies with the help of social scientists, broadcasting’s overseers were
among the last to seek such guidance. Nor did a president see fit to name
a communication scholar to one of the seven seats on the Federal Com-
munications Commission.11 While the FCC itself might ask an engineer
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or economist for an opinion, almost never did the agency solicit the views
of those formally studying the effects of the industry the Commission
had been empowered to regulate.

The nonutilization of communication research was ironic given the
fate of other disciplines. At the beginning of the twentieth century, first-
rank American universities abandoned a view of their knowledge and
mission which was best characterized as insular. At such major private
urban universities as Columbia and Chicago as well as at such land grant
schools as Wisconsin, prominent professors revolted against a rigid and
narrow “formalism” in social science and law that had denied the utility
or value of knowledge to the state. Such scholars as Charles Van Hise at
Wisconsin, John Dewey at Columbia and Charles Merriam at Chicago
argued that academics aid in the rationalization and modernization of
city, state and national government (White, 1949; Goldman, 1956;
Furner, 1975; Karl, 1974).

One impetus for this view was the advent of new forms of urban gov-
ernance and regulatory authority. During the Progressive Era (1901–14),
many cities adopted city manager charters while states and the federal
government formed bureaucracies to oversee large and complex indus-
tries. The academic “expert,” Van Hise and others maintained, could
serve these new bodies. And they did. On the state and national level,
economists consulted with utility regulators, political scientists fought
for nonelected city managers and school boards and other antidemocra-
tic “reforms” and sociologists counseled those new agencies regulating
the treatment of factory workers (LaFollette, 1912; McCarthy, 1912;
Chambers, 1980; Landis, 1938; Skowronek, 1982).

Historians have only recently recognized that the activities of many
academicians during the Progressive era seem less than democratic.
Indeed, the university, prominent scholars now argue, was the ivy-
covered instrument of a new middle class of professionals anxious to win
power from politicians and corporations dominating the state and
economy. Many of the “progressive” reforms revealed an antidemocra-
tic, antipluralist bias. “Experts” in the academy and professions sought
to oversee a more complex America, but often at the expense of the less
educated, and, in many cases, foreign-born, Americans (Hays, 1957 and
1964; Thelen, 1976; Wiebe, 1967; Hobson, 1977).
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During the First World War, the guardians of academic knowledge
eagerly participated in selling at home and abroad America’s role in the
conflict. Historians described the past butchery of the Germany military
while education professors sought to “Americanize” the newer immi-
grants. These efforts, eagerly sought by the Wilson Administration, only
demonstrated how anxiously historians and others sought to display the
“legitimacy” and new “outward look” of their disciplines (Vaughn,
1980; Blakey, 1970; Grattan, 1927; Gruber, 1975).

Academic expertise in government proved less commonplace after the
war with the three Republican administrations that followed Wilson’s
presidency. Virtually none in the Harding and Coolidge cabinets could
claim advanced degrees outside of law school. One exception was 
Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, an engineering graduate of
Stanford University. Hoover did solicit the views of experts, and once
president in 1929, regularly consulted with academicians (Karl, 1969;
President’s Research Committee on Social Trends, 1933). Although
prominent in radio regulation in the Twenties, Hoover did not, however,
engage the new social scientists of the medium. Hoover’s Commerce
Department issued radio licenses until 1927. But when the secretary
assembled several radio conferences beginning in 1922, he invited edu-
cators operating radio stations and studying radio physics, not those few
examining the possible uses and effects of the medium (Hoover, 1950
and 1922; Herring, 1935).

Interestingly, as Congress determined the future of radio regulation
between 1922 and 1927, individual congressmen drew upon a crude
theory of communications’ effects in creating the Federal Radio 
Commission (FRC). The Wilson administration’s wartime propaganda,
perhaps unfairly maligned, had left a bad taste in the mouths of 
many. Hoover suffered for this mood when he proposed that his 
department continue to be charged with radio regulation. Congress
rebelled and in 1927 created the FRC, independent of him and the 
president. Several congressmen referred to wartime propaganda, and 
its supposed easy manipulation of the masses. No single official or
administration, they contended, should have power over radio. Broad-
cast regulation, a Senate committee concluded in May, 1926, “is fraught
with such great possibilities that it should not be entrusted to any 
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one man, nor to any administrative department of the government” (U.S.
Senate, 1926).12

Although modeled after other regulatory bodies that had been
designed to rely on academic expertise, the Radio Commission and 
(after 1934) its successor agency, the FCC, concerned themselves largely 
with engineering expertise, not that work determining the propaganda
potential of American radio. Indeed, the original Radio and Communi-
cations Commissioners included many with engineering degrees. Other-
wise, former politicians and military men filled vacancies (Lichty, 1961;
1962).

This type of university or professional training related to the narrow
mandate Congress gave the Radio and Communications Commissions.
The crisis in American broadcasting in the middle 1920s involved inter-
ference between stations, not their effects on listeners. Advertising was
sparse and political activities over the air infrequent. The problem had
mainly been one of licensees broadcasting whenever or wherever (on 
the spectrum) their moods dictated, or in the cast of Aimee Semple
McPherson, the evangelical, when or where God willed her station to
operate. The FRC and FCC had to reckon with the then inherent limi-
tations of radio physics to establish who should have a station (Hoover,
1952). The regulatory issue was a technical rather than a behavioral one.

The tendency to name engineers to the FRC and FCC continued into
Roosevelt’s presidency, even though the new president’s appointments to
other agencies and departments included an impressive army of econo-
mists and political scientists. The President himself consulted regularly
with public opinion specialists. Journalists spoke of a “brain trust” at
the White House. The New York Times commented in May 1933, “Our
reigning professors of today are philosophers for whose conduct of
public affairs Plato longed.”13

Few of the bright young men and women drawn to the New Deal
wanted to go to the FCC. Congress had invested the agency with the
power of allocating frequencies but little else. Section 325 of the Com-
munication Act forbade the censoring of programs. The Commission
might insist on general and vague objectives for licensees, but until the
1940s, the broadcasting’s overseers only acted against the most offensive
operators (See Columbia Law Review, 1947; Rosenbloom, 1961; Cox,
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1965. Cf. Brinton, 1962). A young Yale law school professor, William
O. Douglas, went to the White House in 1939 fearing Roosevelt was
about to ask him to chair the FCC, a position Douglas dreaded having
to take. Happily for him then and his admirers later, FDR asked him to
accept a Supreme Court nomination (Douglas, 1974; Roosevelt, 1938;
McIntyre, 1937).

The FCC’s rather drab reputation changed at the end of Roosevelt’s
second term, though academic expertise had little to do with the agency’s
new look. Again, a crude spectre of propaganda was raised, this time to
justify regulating the then two dominant networks, Columbia Broad-
casting System (CBS) and the National Broadcasting Company (NBC).
FCC Chairman James Lawrence Fly sought to check the networks, who
could dictate most of the programming decisions of hundreds of 
individual affiliate stations. Fly’s arguments, however, were grounded 
not in the work of the social sciences, but the romance of nineteenth
century political theory. The two network chief executives, Fly wrote
Roosevelt, “can say what more than half of the people may or may not
hear” (Fly, 1941. Cf. Hettinger, 1938; Robinson, 1943; Chafee, 1947).
In battle with “chain” broadcasters, Fly did not cite expert opinion.
Indeed, his agency relied not on legal, economic or behavioral evidence
of broadcast oligopoly’s harmful effects (Stanton, 1967, pp. 159–60). A
few choice quotes from Jefferson about the intrinsic value of many voices
sufficed.

If the FCC’s concept of research consisted of Bartlett quotes of the
third president, the Commission’s wards, as already noted, sought more
complete evidence. In the late 1930s, CBS began investing substantial
sums in mass communication research. Columbia hired a young doctor-
ate in psychology, Frank Stanton, to improve audience measurement.
Stanton, in turn, arranged for CBS to fund the work of Paul Lazarsfeld
who founded the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia Uni-
versity. Together, Stanton and Lazarsfeld edited three volumes of origi-
nal research on media effects, programming and institutions (Lazarsfeld
and Stanton, 1943; 1944; 1949. Cf. Burns, 1975; Lazarsfeld, 1968;
Klapper, 1968; Lindsey, 1962). Much of this and subsequent Bureau
work, in turn, belied the older wartime propaganda model of effects.
Lazarsfeld’s classic study of the mass media’s influence in presidential
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campaigns, The People’s Choice, published in 1944, suggested that soci-
ological factors and not messages determined voter behavior. The volume
was dedicated to Frank Stanton.

Lazarsfeld did briefly try to reach out to the FCC in the middle 1940s.
On the initiative of Commissioner Clifford J. Durr, the Commission had
prepared to investigate systematically the extent to which broadcast
licensees fulfilled their minimal obligations. Lazarsfeld helped the FCC
to prepare several case studies, which tended to confirm Durr’s own neg-
ative sense of industry responsibility. These works also led to the agency’s
promulgation of the “Blue Book,” The Public Service Responsibility of
Broadcast Licensees (1946), which attempted to dictate “improvements”
in programming by mandating more of the less popular or “minority
interest” fare.14

Durr’s utilization of Lazarsfeld’s research designs, however, proved to
be the exception rather than the rule. Rarely if ever through the 1940s
and 1950s did the heirs of James Lawrence Fly refer to this body of 
literature. (To have done so would have negated the need for active reg-
ulation.) Instead, popular writers—and pop sociologists—continued to
speak of the pervasive power of the mass media and some accused uni-
versities studying the media’s effects of being corporate lackeys. “In many
of their attempts to work over the fabric of our minds,” Vance Packard
wrote in 1957, “the professional persuaders are receiving direct help and
guidance from respected social scientists.”

As tens of millions of American families purchased their first televi-
sion sets in the 1950s, the study of communication spread to colleges
and universities (McLeod and Reeves, 1980, pp. 37–38, 39. Cf. Weaver
and Gray, 1980), and those least likely to know of such work included
broadcast regulators. The FCC was lead by commissioners who had been
trained in law or engineering; many had been state utility regulators.15

They might know about rates of return but never the two-step flow.
This ignorance probably did not matter. Through most of the 1950s,

broadcast regulators were overwhelmed by the task of assigning the first
and most lucrative TV channels. Congress had added to the regulators’
burdens by imposing in the Administrative Procedure Act of 1946 new
and time-consuming procedures (Blachly and Oatman, 1946). The com-
missioners had enough to read at night. And students of broadcast reg-
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ulation, many critical of Eisenhower’s FCC, continued to analyze the
agency in economic and legal, rather than behavioral terms (See, for
example, Law and Contemporary Problems, 1957; and, Schwartz, 1959;
Friendly, 1962).

Briefly in the 1950s, Congress rather than the FCC did seek the opin-
ions of communication researchers. Many American opinion leaders at
the time had convinced themselves that America had a new and omi-
nous juvenile delinquency problem. And beginning in 1954, the Senate
Judiciary Committee’s Juvenile Delinquency Subcommittee inquired into
the mass media’s relationship to this “crisis.” Scholars of the mass media
including Lazarsfeld and Eleanor Maccoby of Harvard joined Captain
Video and a freelance actor, Ronald Reagan, in testifying. These experts,
Chairman Estes Kefauver said in April 1955, “are important in our inves-
tigation of this kind” (U.S. Senate, 1955, p. 1).16

The witnesses’ testimony afforded little consensus. Lazarsfeld insisted
that more research was needed and declined to indict the media for anti-
social behavior; industry representatives presented a mass of surveys
from psychologists denying any link. Maccoby indicated that some chil-
dren became aggressive after viewing TV series, and, with Lazarsfeld,
asked for more time and federal funding to collect data on the problem
(U.S. Senate, 1954, p. 4ff, 92–3).

Finally, three witnesses listed instances of violence in comic books and
television and insisted that a positive correlation existed tying media vio-
lence and adolescent misbehavior. Ralph S. Banay remarked, “TV is a
preparatory school for delinquency” while Frederic Wertham launched
a virtual one-man crusade which lasted into the 1960s against media 
violence. Another witness, Dr. Frederick J. Hacker (ABC Radio, 1956)
of the Medical Correctional Association, told the committee that

It cannot be stated with any degree of dispassionate scientific accuracy that
movies or other mass media cause juvenile delinquency, but innumerable clini-
cal observations prove that they not only describe, but often contribute to or at
least shape the content of, criminal activity.17

The committee recommended in a 1956 report that more basic research
be conducted on the effects of violent programs, and then dropped the
mass media from its agenda (ABC Radio, 1956; Mitler and Perian,
1957).
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The FCC took little interest in the Senate’s inquiry, nor followed its
example later in the decade. One commissioner, Frieda Hennock, a
liberal New York Democrat, testified and demanded action from the 
networks.18 But FCC chairman George McConnaughey disregarded the
cries of Wertham and Banay and asked parents to handle the problem.
He with others persuaded Eisenhower not to reappoint the noisy
Hennock.19 When the Commission held inquires into network pro-
gramming, beginning in 1959, of the scores of witnesses brought to
Washington, only two were mass communication scholars: Lazarsfeld
and Charles Siepmann. The rest consisted of industry executives, artists,
advertisers, and such TV stars as Ozzie Nelson and Dick Powell.20

Hennock’s fate notwithstanding, the Kefauver hearings and subse-
quent studies (Witty, 1958; Hess and Goldman, 1962; Bailyn, 1962) well
conveyed a dichotomy in communication research. Few students of the
media took Wertham, Banay or Hacker seriously. Many did respect
Lazarsfeld and Maccoby. Yet a gulf separated these two social scientists
and their disciplines. Lazarsfeld and his followers stressed the non-effects
of the mass media, either directly or by emphasizing the noninforma-
tional “uses and gratifications” of media. Others with Maccoby cau-
tiously suggested that some users of mass communication systems might
be influenced by the content of their programming. This division con-
tinued into the 1960s and confused many a would-be regulator. Dis-
cussing the numerous measures of television’s effects on children, an FCC
bureau chief who, unlike his bosses, wished to police the industry with
enthusiasm, told a Wisconsin group, “the so-called experts are not in
agreement” (Bryant, 1968).

Perhaps another factor limited the value of communication research
into the Sixties to broadcasting’s overseers: the very tone or language of
those working the field. For every polemical Frederic Wertham, many
more scholars couched their public remarks about the mass media’s
effects in the most indirect or piecemeal fashion. If a Paul Lazarsfeld or
Elihu Katz offered grand conclusions, most of their colleagues settled for
more modest write-ups, at least that was the perception of regulators.
Indeed, a rather exasperated reviewer of communication research trends
complained,
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While it is necessary to retreat from over-facile generalization unsupported by
any significant accumulation of data, there was no need to abjure generalization
to the extent found at present in the frequently desiccated and relatively mean-
ingless fragments of data accumulated by empirical statistical research. (Albig,
1957, p. 17)

To the student of media’s effects wishing to shape government policy,
the challenge came when the FCC enjoyed new life beginning in 1961.
The presidency of John F. Kennedy brought a new attitude toward
broadcast regulation and the house of intellect, as Kennedy’s appoint-
ments included numerous holders of advanced degrees. Historian
Richard Hofstadter (1961) remarked, “the government swarms with
Harvard professors and ex-Rhodes scholars.” Kennedy’s new FCC
chairman, Newton Minow, was interested both in surveying communi-
cation research and in vigorously regulating broadcasting. With most
major license allocation cases resolved by the time of his appointment,
he had relatively more time than his predecessors to concern himself with
the content of American television. In May 1961, he shook the industry
by dubbing television programming “a vast wasteland” (see Baughman,
1981, ch. 3).

Not long after becoming chairman, Minow read Television in the Lives
of Our Children, (1961) a study by Wilbur Schramm, Jack Lyle, and
Edwin Parker of television’s introduction in the home and its effects on
the young (see also Minow, 1961; Goldin, 1961). Their findings hardly
confirmed the simple and dangerous model that Wertham and others had
presented earlier. If anything, the Schramm study contended that televi-
sion was less a negative force than an unrealized opportunity for edu-
cating the young. In their conclusion, the authors commented,

Concerning the cognitive effects of television, the general conclusion is one of
disappointment. This is not because television is doing any special harm in this
respect, but rather because it isn’t realizing its full potential as a carrier of ideas
and information. (Schramm, Lyle, and Parker, 1961, p. 173)

Schramm’s work unintentionally served to dull the sword Minow
planned to unleash at the national networks. Anxious to make his mark
as a regulator and concerned with children and the mass media both as
a parent and attorney for Encyclopedia Britannica in the 1950s, Minow
discovered as FCC head that he did not need to fear TV’s influence. He

Communication Research and Mass Media Regulation 545



thus took up Schramm’s standard of the media as the potential servant
rather than the literal enemy of young people. During his chairmanship,
which ended in June 1963, Minow spoke of TV as less harmful than
possibly beneficial to children. In June 1961, he told a TV interviewer, 

Whether or not it [TV violence] causes juvenile delinquency, I really don’t know.
I am not an expert at that. I do know that it wastes, it seems to me, a great deal
of potential which television could bring children in teaching them and stretch-
ing their minds. Whether it is actually harmful is something I am not in a posi-
tion to know. (ABC, 1961, p. 3)

In September, he told an assemblage of TV executives that the medium
alone could not be blamed for juvenile delinquency. “But,” he asked,
“shouldn’t television be a major cause of juvenile development?”
(Minow, 1964). In a March, 1962 essay, he observed,

I don’t think television causes juvenile delinquency. I have been much more
impressed by a quiet [sic] paragraph, tucked away in a rather ponderous research
report on television and children. That paragraph said that children learn a great
deal from TV. (Minow, 1962)

Armed with this concept, Minow and Attorney General Robert F.
Kennedy tried to persuade the three networks to run at the same hour,
special educational children’s programming. Although NBC and CBS
agreed, ABC declined and the “children’s hour” idea collapsed. The net-
works did develop between 1962 and 1963 educational programming
for children, but were careful not to schedule them—as Minow had
requested—simultaneously (See Stanton, 1961 and Syracuse Herald-
Journal, 1961).

In addition to shaping the FCC chairman’s thinking, Schramm and
other scholars participated in a new Senate inquiry into juvenile delin-
quency in 1961. A spate of violent programs increasing between 1958
and 1961 had engendered new interest in TV’s ill effects on children and
adolescents. In December 1960, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover had
decried the programs’ “57 minutes of crime glamorization” and cited
bureau cases that had linked crime to TV programs (Miami Herald, 4
December 1960). “They tell me TV is a good baby sitter,” a mother
(Sober, 1961) wrote Minow in June, 1961, “I would just as soon hire Al
Capone to babysit.”21 The Judiciary’s subcommittee, chaired by Thomas
J. Dodd of Connecticut, assembled a great deal of statistical and other
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evidence proving that network executives had deliberately infused vio-
lence into programming to boost series’ ratings. But Schramm, despite
Dodd’s badgering, refused to admit that TV contributed significantly to
delinquency.22

Although flustered by Schramm’s testimony, Dodd did attempt to
encourage further research. Soon after his hearings ended Secretary of
Health, Education and Welfare Abraham Ribicoff agreed to the Senator’s
call for additional, empirical work on the effects of television on chil-
dren. On the invitation of Ribicoff, the three commercial networks and
the National Association of Broadcasters agreed to form a Joint Com-
mittee for Research on Television (JCRT). In February 1963, a group of
twenty-five distinguished investigators met to draw up an agenda. The
broadcast underwriters, however, then delayed approving the proposals
based on this agenda. Indeed, the industry’s representatives, who domi-
nated the JCRT, made certain to approve only those projects likely to
suggest a cathartic impact on younger consumers while delaying action
on others thought likely to imply otherwise. As a result, the JCRT’s
efforts discouraged many potential researchers; JCRT funded two
research studies and one literature review, and had no appreciable impact
on either regulation or the social science of mass communication (U.S.
Senate, 1972, pp. 14–19; Office of the Secretary of Health, Education,
and Welfare, 1962).

While the JCRT played empirical sabotage, Schramm’s views still held
sway at the FCC. Minow’s successor, E. William Henry, chairman from
1963 to 1966, tended to rely on the work of Schramm and others. Like
Minow, Henry did not join Dodd in arguing that TV harmed Americans
or American youth. Rather, he adhered to a positive standard which
owed something to Schramm’s study. Rather than blame television for
the ills of American youth, Henry fought to improve the medium’s pro-
gramming, to enhance the possibilities TV had for enlightening the young
(Henry, 1963; 1964; 1965).

By the late 1960s, however, the FCC again wallowed in lethargy and
indifference to social science’s possibilities. Henry departed in frustration
in June 1966, and Presidents Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon were
careful to name meek regulatory figures to the agency (U.S. Congress.
Senate. 1976). One extraordinary exception, however, was Nicholas
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Johnson (1970; 1971), named by Johnson in mid-1966. Although even
more harsh toward TV than Minow or Henry had been, Nicholas
Johnson relied on legal and economic arguments reminiscent of James
Lawrence Fly’s chairmanship. He and most like-minded critics of the
media ignored the behavioral possibilities.

Yet the rash of violence in American cities and politics in the late 1960s
forced the issue of social science’s use by government. And once more,
a common sense correlation operated in the minds of many: TV violence
had increased just as American urban areas caught fire and a presiden-
tial candidate and major civil rights leader were slain. Something had to
be done. A New England Republican senator (Cotton, 1986) wrote a
member of the American Mothers Committee, “I believe that the televi-
sion industry has much to answer for in promoting violence.” And in
early June 1968, aides (Murphy, 1968; McPherson, 1968) to President
Johnson implored him to act against TV violence.

On June 10, 1968, Johnson appointed a National Commission on the
Causes and Prevention of Violence, chaired by Milton S. Eisenhower,
president of Johns Hopkins University and brother of the thirty-fourth
president and war hero. Eisenhower’s staff, in turn, soon included some
fifty academic experts, drawn from sociology, psychology, political
science, history, law, and biology, to advise the Commission. And under
the auspices of the Eisenhower Commission, a series of directed studies
investigated the relationships—economic, historical, and behavioral—
between violence and the mass media. Suddenly the government—not
just the corporation—had become a major source of research support.
The expert on media effects had finally been invited to the lord’s supper
(Graham and Gunn, 1969).

The Eisenhower Commission’s special report, Mass Media and Vio-
lence, (National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence,
1969), broke little new ground in communication research and none in
governmental policy-making. Released in November 1969, Mass Media
and Violence described much but analyzed little and prescribed not at
all. Despite distinguished contributors, the collection proved more dis-
appointing than impressive. Indeed, one scholar likened the volume to
so many earlier analyses: “They initiated little new research and pro-
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duced no continuing instrument for understanding the complex phe-
nomenon being examined” (Action for Children’s Television, 1971, p.
74).

Still, the communication scholar feasted again as Senate pressures early
in 1969 led to still another governmental inquiry into the mass media’s
effects. On March 5, 1969, Senator John O. Pastore, chairman of the
Commerce Committee’s Communication Subcommittee, asked Secretary
of Health, Education and Welfare Robert H. Finch to create a Surgeon
General’s advisory committee on the effects of violent programming. In
his letter to Finch, Pastore, citing heretofore contradictory communica-
tion research findings, essentially demanded that the Surgeon General
once and for all establish the actual effects of violent culture on the
masses (U.S. Congress. Senate. 1969; U.S. Congress. Senate. 1971).

Pastore also had an ideal-type of report in mind: the January 1964
Surgeon General’s advisory committee analysis of the effects of cigarettes
on public health. Surely, Pastore maintained, the connections between
violent programming and behavior could be similarly argued. The phys-
ical and mental correlations seemed the same to the Senator from Rhode
Island (U.S. Congress. Senate. 1969; New York Times, 16 May, 1982).

In April 1969, Secretary Finch took up Pastore’s call and the Surgeon
General began forming his advisory panel. Scholars in communication
departments as well as the older social and behavioral sciences began
case studies of the mass media’s effects. But after three years and $2
million, and despite Senator Pastore’s insistence on definitive answers,
the committee (consisting of industry and academic representatives)
fought over the conclusions of case studies (conducted by academicians)
and compromised by obscuring their results. Although most of the
researchers agreed that they had demonstrated that the media had effects,
those overseeing the investigations divided over the inquiries’ implica-
tions. As a result, the Surgeon General’s report lacked the impact of the
smoking panel’s survey eight years earlier. The findings thus seemed
inconclusive and, moreover, were reported as such by much of the
national news media. Americans did not discard TV police dramas the
way they had half-full packs of Lucky Strikes in 1964. The chance for
social and behavioral scientists to inform policy-makers (both the Senate

Communication Research and Mass Media Regulation 549



and FCC Chairman Dean Burch had been interested in the Report’s
assessments) had been lost (U.S. Congress. Senate. 1971; U.S. Congress.
Senate. 1974b).

Various explanations have been offered for the outcome of the Surgeon
General’s March 1972 study. The commercial networks, as has often
been observed, enjoyed a veto power over the composition of the com-
mittee and wording of the panel’s final analysis (See Paisley, 1972;
Rowland, 1982, pp. 398–99). (Perhaps too much can be made of this
power, however; the tobacco industry had the same rights—and exer-
cised them—during the smoking investigation.23) The networks did help
to lessen the impact of the reports in two ways. First, as already noted,
their representatives on the advisory panel worked to soften or muddle
the conclusions in the final report. Second, they discouraged the use of
psychologists for conducting the individual case studies. Some of the psy-
chologists deliberately not hired had already established a link between
aggressive behavior and violent programming and were not expected to
offer results contradicting their earlier labors. Then, too, psychological
tests of media effects seemed—especially to the layman—more exacting,
more scientific; put differently, they could be likened to the medical evi-
dence that had so damned the cigarette habit. Keeping psychologists 
off the panel would reduce the probable impact of the final report (U.S.
Congress. Senate. 1972, pp. 19–25).

The language of the researchers themselves added to the problem. Case
studies tended to be fashioned in the more obtuse style of the social sci-
ences. Precision in the case of many of the individual reports was limited
to the tables and charts, not introductory and concluding paragraphs. (It
is worth noting that participants proved clear communicators in testify-
ing to Pastore’s committee.) Legislators and regulators, most mentally
equipped to read law, not psychology, journals, could hardly handle
some contributors’ weighty discourses replete with telescoped com-
pounds and two-by-two tables. Senator Howard Baker of Tennessee, in
an unintended parody, asked the Surgeon General in March 1972,

Are you in a position to say that television provides a substantial modicum of
additional aggressive inputs, so it does affect your perception of violence, your
evaluation of violence and your likelihood to reenact violence in an antisocial
way. (U.S. Congress. Senate. 1972, p. 34)
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Adding to the woes of the report’s readers was the committee’s inabil-
ity to recommend policies. Secretary Finch had, in charging the panel
with the task, insisted that members only conclude from their studies:
participants were not to suggest governmental remedies. Finch main-
tained that HEW had no legal authority over television programming;
for his department to promote policies regarding the medium only
invited constitutional questions the FCC was best suited to reckon with.
His ruling may explain why so many researchers asked only for more
research and research support. One committee member, however, 
commented, 

Action, that is public health action, frequently does not wait for that final sci-
entific nail to be driven in. Public health action has to proceed from less than
final evidence. (U.S. Congress. Senate. 1972, pp. 36, 38, 76)

One senator remarked in exasperation,

If, in fact, the government is going to select a committee and if, in fact, we are
going to spend $2 million of the people’s money of this country and not come
up with recommendations, even if they are recommendations that we sit down
with the networks and try to work out a system, are we really doing our job.
(U.S. Congress. Senate. 1972, p. 37)

The news media, not surprisingly, shared the senators’ confusion and
offered concerned citizens wildly conflicting interpretations of the
Surgeon General’s report (See Cater and Strickland, 1975; U.S. Congress.
Senate. 1972, pp. 27, 69, 147).

What is often not appreciated is the extent to which the mere interest
of the government in the effects of mass media can alter the the behav-
ior of mass communicators. Minow’s very presence on the FCC proba-
bly caused some television producers and network executives to change
some of their practices regarding TV violence and children’s program-
ming. Seven years later, TV producers lessened the gunplay of their series
as the government again interested itself in the possible relationships
between video misbehavior and mass violence (See Cantor, 1971; Variety,
11 June 1968; Clark and Blankenberg, 1972).

As the surgeon General and Eisenhower commission experts labored,
still another party became involved in the academic minefield of mass
media effects research. Action for Children’s Television (ACT), an
alliance of upper-middle-class Bostonians, petitioned the FCC in 
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February 1970 to regulate advertising designed for children and the
excessive commercialization of programming itself. Although commis-
sioners of various ideological stripes shared some of ACT’s concern over
children’s television, the FCC’s moderate-to-conservative majority
refused to accept ACT’s more extreme recommendations or to encour-
age those experts testifying in the agency’s proceedings. The FCC con-
ducted major regulatory initiatives in the area of children’s programming
without much attention to the labors of media effects specialists. Rather,
the FCC commissioned economic rather than behavioral inquiries into
the mass media (Melody, 1973; Cole and Oettinger, 1978; Cowan,
1979).

The FCC’s distance from ACT led the Boston-based group to another
part of Washington, the offices of the Federal Trade Commission (FTC).
In November 1972, the ACT petitioned the Trade Commission to police
advertising directed toward young children. Initially, the ACT’s argu-
ments consisted of common-sense correlations, if not diatribes, about the
ill effects of mass communications directed toward children.24 But as the
Federal Trade Commission pursued the ACT’s agenda, Commission staff
members sought out expert knowledge and, indeed, experts were soon
to be found on the agency staff itself.

The greater receptivity at the FTC (when compared to the FCC) can
be explained by a number of factors. First, the former agency had long
been concerned (and legally obliged to be) about advertising and chil-
dren (U.S. Congress. Senate. 1974a; FTC v. Keppel, (1934). Then, too,
the agency’s powers had expanded as a result of favorable court deci-
sions and congressional legislation (See Congressional Quarterly, 1974,
pp. 598, 611, 612; New York Times, 4 April 1982). Even those on the
FTC staff like Gerald Thain, who had been trained in the law, embraced
the social and behavioral sciences as part of their larger regulatory
mission. In October 1970, Thain, assistant director of the FTC’s Food
and Drug Advertising division, told ACT:

In special cases, and I think this includes attempts to set down standards of 
deception to children, the FTC may well need the aid of experts in building an
effective regulatory policy—experts in social psychology, child psychology,
broadcasting techniques, and related specialties and disciplines. I invite such
people to contact me or the Commission staff and make their views known to
those of use who are concerned with this problem. I don’t think you need to wait
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for a formal invitation. Your initiative in contacting us would help us to do some-
thing effective in those areas that need your action. (Action for Children’s Tele-
vision, 1971, p. 45; see also U.S. Congress. Senate. 1974a)

The notion that academic knowledge of communication equaled the
public interest thus became commonplace at the Trade Commission’s
headquarters. Studies of expert witnesses used between the 1950s and
1970s plainly showed that Thain sincerely meant his invitation. And 
by the middle and late Seventies, even the legal arguments over the reg-
ulation of advertising for children included references to social and
behavioral research. The communication researcher was less the infre-
quent visitor at agency proceedings than the active participant (See
Thain, 1976; Lees, 1978; Wattwood, 1978; New York Times, 17 April
1977, 8 August 1978, 5 March 1979; Brant and Preston, 1977; Preston,
1982).

It had taken a long time, however, for those who studied the media
and their effects to become footnotes in legal periodicals. In contrast, the
first Supreme Court brief to utilize sociological knowledge had been filed
in 1908 (Muller v. Oregon, 1908. Cf. Commager, 1950, ch. 18). As
already noted, during the Progressive and New Deal eras, the academic
expert had been a frequent visitor to the citadels of powers. With the
Employment Act of 1946, Congress created the Council of Economic
Advisers, all but two members of which, through 1974, had held pro-
fessional rank prior to joining the council (Seidman, 1975). In the 1960s,
ten years before the children’s commercials issue, sociologists had been
advising the Johnson administration on such issues as school desegrega-
tion and antipoverty. Of course, their arguments had often been contro-
versial (i.e., the Coleman and Moynihan Reports; see Feuer, 1967;
Rainwater and Yancey, 1967; Coleman, 1981; Miller, 1980). But that
had not stopped the flow of information from the universities to the 
District of Columbia.

The Interaction of Research and Policy

Why has it taken so long for communication scholarship to influence
public policy? One conclusion is that until recently the two communi-
ties had been operating out of sync. In the 1920s and 1930s, even though
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effects were found in several areas, regulators had not even sorted out
the technical problems with the “American” system of broadcasting, let
alone questions about social impact. During the 1940s, the regulators
had moved from technical to legal and economic issues, but even if they
had gone looking for social research, they would have found studies
geared to communication administrators, declarations of “limited
effects,” or research so obscure that it was politically uninformative.

Not until recently has research served mutual needs. Media researchers
have gained in legitimacy and, indeed, importance, and regulators have
gained a sympathetic support group armed with “the facts.” Researchers
could impress administrative law judges and help to win cases. And gov-
ernment officials impressed colleagues back at the university that they
had money for research support or they indirectly encouraged other
sources to chip in for the good of future media policy.

Mutual interests are reflected in changing research agendas. Studies
related to each major policy consideration of the last two decades existed
both before and shortly after the specific policy debates; however, it is
also true that the largest quantity of work, and the most influential
studies, appeared before any hearings were held. Studies of media and
violence dominated the literature on children and television at the time
of the Surgeon General’s report and the subsequent Congressional hear-
ings. Yet since 1975, there have been fewer studies about media violence
than would have been predicted given the number of questions left unan-
swered. A similar fate has befallen children’s advertising research. Imme-
diately before and during the FTC’s hearings on Saturday morning cereal
ads, advertising studies were numerous. After the hearings and the ter-
mination of the case, the question seemed less important and similar
research will probably continue to evaporate.

Several other explanations for the constrained policy-research rela-
tionship could be offered. Communication has been relatively slow to
develop as an academic area when compared to economics, psychology,
sociology, or political science. Then, too, regulators have tended to have
not only legal educations, but fairly narrow ones at that. Only recently
have most law schools introduced social sciences into their curricula.
Also, most government officials came from eastern or District of 
Columbia-based universities. Few hailed from those midwestern and
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western universities that exposed curious undergraduates to a new and
dynamic area of inquiry.25

Finally, media research has often appeared to be non-cumulative,
inconclusive, and contradictory. The first two of these problems may
have resulted from a poor sense of the history of the research and a self-
conscious desire to move on to “hot” questions before older ones were
answered. The last problem is in part an accurate statement about the
research; there have been disagreements. Yet this condition exists in all
sciences and may be more of a stimulus to quality than a source of dis-
abling competition.

The problem of contradictions within the field is more serious in media
research, however, because everyone has experience with media and,
therefore, feels confident enough to comment critically on survey ques-
tionnaires and experimental designs. Congressmen in media hearings, for
example, have been anxious to compare research results with the media
behavior in their own families; TV violence and sex horrified those leg-
islators occasionally watching television. Then, too, media research has
been publicly evaluated not only because it was interesting and pertinent,
but also because, relative to other disciplines, it was easy to read and
understand. Even when researchers are in agreement, less important dif-
ferences, which many lay observers are capable of evaluating, often cloud
summary conclusions. And when the debate over regulation is reduced
to the interpretation of a single zero-order correlation, the major policy
issues are easily forgotten. Perhaps the status of media research would
be increased if, as in the case of medical testimony on cigarette adver-
tising, the research contribution was so technical that regulators were
forced to accept conclusions at face value.

In conclusion, it is important to note that the historical failures of this
interaction are not sufficient justification to conclude that the research
was awful or policy ill-informed. Good research is not necessarily that
which helps regulators do a good job, just as good regulation in many
cases would not benefit from social research. In fact, there are people on
both sides who advocate that the relationship should not exist, or if 
it does, an antagonism should prevail. James Carey, in a comment on 
a BBC report which suggested greater cooperation between media 
organizations and researchers, noticed that a “silent embrace” has been
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growing up between the two communities which has not and will not
produce any benefits for scholarship. He added the following:

In fact, I think a better case can be made that scholarship, like many of the arts,
flourishes when it stands in determined opposition to the established order. If
you are in opposition, you have to work very much harder to get a hearing at
all and that extra effort makes the critical difference . . . Were this relationship
successful it would rob society of one useful role scholars can perform: the state-
ment of problems, issues, and solutions in terms that are outside and opposed
to the established center of power and authority. That scholars have been badly
corrupted on this matter is no argument to extend the corruption. (Carey, 1978,
pp. 116–17)

There is little doubt that several current government officials are also
pessimistic about research and policy, though for quite different reasons
than Carey mentioned. A large ideological circle of opinion leaders26—
and now the Reagan administration—have determined that the market-
place, and not the government, should rule the airwaves. They are
suspicious of a liberal bias in the social sciences and of the ability of
these “soft” disciplines to establish rigid “laws” that government 
officials need only know to make better policy (See, for example,
Goodman, 1977; Wilson, 1981). Their concerns recall Harold Laski’s
warning to his fellow Labourites in England in 1931: “The expert,” 
he wrote, “should be on tap, not on top . . . Government by experts
would, however ardent their original zeal for the public welfare, mean
after a time government in the interest of experts” (Laski, 1931, pp.
13–14).27

Many of these concerns reflect a misunderstanding about the possi-
bilities of utilizing data. There is an implicit assumption—shared by
many academics—that somehow data will leap out of statistical tables
and present the finder with the “right” policy solution. This is simply
not the case. Consider, for example, the finding that 37 percent of the
mother-child discussions about the purchase of sugared cereal involve
verbal abusive conflict caused by television (Reeves and Atkin, 1979).
Further, suppose that the conclusion is methodologically and statistically
error-free. There is no way this information could be applied to an FTC
policy without mixing the data with values. Is 37 percent a lot? Should
the federal government regulate family conflict? Are the advertisers

556 Byron Reeves and James L. Baughman



legally protected under the First Amendment anyway? Would the 
economic hardships imposed on broadcasters cause further problems for
television? If the criterion concern shifted to tooth decay, unfair treat-
ment of children, or even, as in the case of the cigarette commercials,
cancer, the values imposed on the policy would likely change. Although
it would be hard to imagine proposing a policy that was not based on
objective information, it is important to note that values dictate the
importance of a proposal, not statistics or research methods per se.

This discussion has not been intended to diminish the contributions
already made by academics, irrespective of the origin of their research
questions. Examples of research-based applications include suggestions
for restructuring election campaigns (Blumler, 1977), and policies for
televised advertising for children (FCC, 1981). A more liberal definition
of policy would include other applications such as education programs
about critical viewing skills (Roberts et al., 1980) and, of course, appli-
cations in the communications industry.28 It is difficult, however, to point
out specific lines in the regulatory literature that match one-to-one with
the suggestions of a social scientist. Some positive benefit accrues, even
if only the acknowledgement that questions about social impact are 
reasonable.

Notes

1. Numerous reviews of research history exist in the literature. See Davis and
Baran, 1981; Weis, 1969; DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach, 1975; Comstock et al.,
1978; Rogers, 1973.

2. For a full discussion of the development of “libertarian” thought, see Rivers,
Peterson, and Jensen, 1971.

3. Early twentieth century European students of public opinion were less san-
guine about the rationality of the masses. See Fleming, 1967. This work in turn
began to influence some American intellectuals just prior to the Great War. See
May 1959.

4. The three studies are reported in Lazarsfeld et al., 1944 and Katz and 
Lazarsfeld, 1955. The data reported in Personal Influence were collected in 
1945.

5. One of the fundamental assumptions of functional and of uses and gratifica-
tions research is that audiences are actively processing information. For reviews
of this research see Katz et al., 1974 and McLeod and Becker, 1982.
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6. This perspective was also part of the uses and gratifications approach 
discussed in Katz, Blumer, and Gurevitch. This shift in emphasis is particularly
relevant to the literature on children and television. See Wartella (1979) and
Collins (1981).

7. Of the many studies conducted in sociology at the University of Chicago were
the graduate student thesis projects of Halley (1929) and Hauser (1933). There
were approximately fifteen other similar projects. In the late 1920s and the early
1930s, Herbert Blumer conducted two of the Payne Fund studies reported in
1933. They were Movies and Conduct (1933) and Movies, Delinquency and
Crime (1933). The latter study was conducted with Philip Hauser.

8. There were 12 separate studies conducted under the Payne Fund project. For
a summary of each report see Charters (1933).

9. The two studies in the Payne Fund series that most heavily relied on cogni-
tive concepts were Holaday and Stoddard (1933) and Peterson and Turston
(1933).

10. No specific history of the development of communication programs exists.
A PhD program in mass communication was first established at the University
of Minnesota in 1950. Others soon followed at Wisconsin, Michigan State, 
Illinois, North Carolina, and Stanford. The first research institutes in communi-
cation were established at Illinois and Stanford. Other institutes at Columbia and
Chicago had already been operating but did not exclusively deal with media.

11. According to a 1975 measure, even the FCC’s twenty-two advisory com-
mittees included only a few academics. See U.S. Congress. Senate. 1977.

12. See also Congressional Record (1926, pp. 557–558); Buffalo Evening News,
(8 March 1927); New York Times, (21 March 1926); Rosen, (1980).

13. See also Kirkendall (1962); New York Herald Tribune, 16 October 1933;
Independent Journal 2 (16 October 1933); Kent, (1933). Cantril (1967) and
Steele (1974) discuss FDR’s work with pollsters.

14. In his memoir, Lazarsfeld incorrectly identifies Durr as FCC chairman, and
he slightly misdates the time of the Blue Book inquiry. See also Siepmann (1946;
1950) and Peterson (1973).

15. See Lichty (1961–62, pp. 33–34) and Comstock et al. (1968, p. 457). Com-
munication and speech instructors did occasionally angle to obtain a seat on the
FCC. In March 1958, for example, Lee Sherman Dreyfus of Wayne State’s Speech
Department unsuccessfully sought an FCC vacancy. See Ellery (1958).

16. See also U.S. Congress. Senate. (1954; 1955); Congressional Quarterly
(1955); Goodman (1957); Toffler (1955).

17. See U.S. Congress. Senate. (1955, p. 83; 1955, pp. 49ff); Wertham (1954;
1960); Wylie (1955).

18. Hennock proposed not renewing the licenses of those found airing a large
amount of violent fare. See her statement to the committee (Hennock, 1955). See
also Hennock, (1955b) and Conklin (1955).
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19. See Willis (1955); Gray (1958). McConnaughey’s views on the media and
children are found in his address, “Educational Broadcasting.”

20. See Docket 12782 in U.S. Senate (1977, Vol. IV; 1977, Vol. III, pp. 597ff,
627ff) and Television Magazine (1960, pp. 48, 107).

21. Cf. Clark and Blankenberg (1978); Mathes (1961); Prince (1959); Cort
(1959); Cousins (1959); Kern (1961).

22. See U.S. Congress. Senate. (1961–62); Dodd (1961). On Dodd’s question-
able conduct of these hearings, see Boyd (1968) and Levy (1964).

23. See Cater and Strickland (1975, p. 75, ch. 8 and passim); U.S. Congress.
Senate. (1972, pp. 27, 69, 149).

24. Compare ACT presentations at U.S. Senate Commerce Committee (1970)
with U.S. Congress. Senate. (1974a).

25. See Stanley et al., (1967). During both Eisenhower’s and Kennedy’s presi-
dencies, just over 20 percent of all appointed officials attended one of three
schools—Harvard, Yale, or Princeton.

26. See Bazelon, 1978; Goldberg and Couzens, 1978; Brotman, 1978; Foote and
Mnookin, 1980; New York Times, 3 April 1981, 25 July 1982; Chicago Tribune,
11 April 1981; Washington Post, 27 June 1981; Variety, 30 September 1981,
pp. 1, 108, 13 January 1982, pp. 143–45, 180, 182).

27. See also Hughes (1962); Krauthammer (1981).

28. Numerous studies fall into this category and cover practices of broadcast-
ers, newspaper editors, audience analysts, advertising and public relations prac-
titioners, entertainment producers, and others. For a review of applications of
research in these areas see Chaffee and Petrick (1975).
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26
Enduring Tensions and Lessons Learned

Sandra Braman
2002

However agonizing current dilemmas may be, they are not new. Rather,
the same kinds of problems recur over and over again. They fall into two
categories: some result from essentially unresolvable issues, while others
are resolvable on the basis of lessons learned from past experience. 
Distinguishing between the two is a first step in addressing several deep
contradictions:

• Because the U.S. government has spent massive amounts of funds on
the development of information technologies but almost nothing on
understanding their uses and effects, policy-makers are crippled when it
comes to making policy for the information infrastructure.
• Because universities narrowly define the categories of work to be 
considered for promotion and tenure—despite the long-standing legal
position that the fundamental function of universities is to provide a
variety of forms of service to society—researchers interested in 
providing public service find doing so is often self-destructive in career
terms.
• Because the literature on policy-making restricts itself to the formal
processes of what is now referred to as legacy law and training in how
to think about policy is so thin, communication researchers wishing to
engage with the policy world often do so precisely at the moments when
they are least likely to be effective.
• For those who study information, communication, and culture the 
field as a whole faces the dilemma that precisely when its insights are
most needed those who know the most are barely in the conversation at
all.



All of this matters not because the discipline “must survive,” or because
it serves the personal goals of particular individuals, but because it is a
matter of national capacity—our ability as a society to make it possible
to craft a world in which we would like to live.

Enduring Tensions

Enduring tensions arise when individuals must make choices in circum-
stances characterized by multiple but often mutually exclusive goals,
guiding principles, rights, and responsibilities. They appear in the course
of defining relationships between researchers and policy-maker, the
design of research questions, and the structuring of decision-making
processes.

Relationships
Researchers who seek input into policy-making processes face issues
raised by their relationships with policy-makers, with their employing
institutions, and with themselves.

Between Researcher and Policy-maker The inevitably political aspect
of policy work yields a spectrum of possible relationships between
researcher and policy-maker. In the easiest situation, a researcher may
be in complete agreement with the goals of a policy-maker. Often,
however, researchers are interested in expanding the range of policy alter-
natives under consideration or in effecting a specific change in policy.
When either of these is the case, the researcher will need to protect his
or her autonomy in the conduct of research and interpretation of its
results—and must be able to separate both from negotiations over cre-
ating and implementing specific policies. Keeping the scholarly and 
political tasks separate will increase the utility and efficacy of each.

To do so does not require taking the position that research is neutral.
As within the exclusively scholarly context, research is still strongest
when the biases and assumptions of researchers are acknowledged, the
weaknesses and limitations of the chosen research method are explained,
and the nature of the Hawthorne effect, if any—the impact of the
research itself upon the subject studied—is identified. It does, however,
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require acknowledging that the translation of research results into policy
requires normative and political arguments as well as information. Data
may reveal the shape of a policy problem but cannot determine, on 
its own, which out of what is always a multitude of possible policy
responses is best under a given set of empirical and political conditions.

The manner with which work that is critical or urges policy-makers
to take alternative choices is presented makes a big difference to the
reception of those ideas. Framing critical arguments within the language
of the dominant policy-making discourse is likely to be more successful
than demanding that policy-makers attend to a discourse framed in lan-
guage unfamiliar to them and untranslatable into terms that are. Those
who argue that communication policy has been unable to deal fully with
questions of equity and civil liberties because it relies solely upon quan-
titative data have a responsibility to act upon the alternatives:

1. find ways of quantifying concepts historically treated as unquantifi-
able so that they may be incorporated into existing decision-making
processes;

2. develop ways of adapting decision-making processes currently in 
use so that they can identify moments when other types of inputs are
required and kick decisions that require this into another decision loop;
and/or

3. develop new modes of decision making that can incorporate consid-
eration of both quantitative and qualitative kinds of data, an approach
more possible with today’s information technologies than it has been 
historically.

Trust between policy-maker and researcher is clearly important in 
creating a situation in which even critical arguments or requests for
change are being made. As a result, personal relationships with policy-
makers are important for researchers who would like to have some
impact. Demonstrating a willingness to go to where policy-makers are—
to travel to Washington, take part in conversations exploring policy
issues, respond to calls for policy input, meet with staffers with 
communications policy responsibilities, etc.—as well as demanding that
those in the policy world “come over” to academia, can also make a big
difference.
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Relationships between communication researchers and policy-makers
can also be structured in multiple ways. Some believe that the researcher
who works as an insider—as a staffer—is likely to be most successful.
Skeptics suggest that the impact of advocates may be limited because
they are seen as non-representative voices from outside the policy
process, while enthuasiasts claim advocates play an invaluable role
because they ensure that a diversity of viewpoints is expressed and
because they offer at least some lobbying counterweight to the perspec-
tives based in the corporate world. The role that can be played by train-
ing those who will ultimately become policy-makers and can serve as
bridges between the worlds of research and decision-making should also
not be undervalued; curricular issues within higher education should be
considered one of the ways by which research is brought into policy-
makers’ hands.

Some researchers operate like clinicians, treating policy-makers like
clients who need help either because they are deficient or because they
are facing pressures with which they cannot cope. Others take the iden-
tity of strategist, treating the policy-maker as a client who is simultane-
ously a colleague with whom the researcher seeks to collaborate in the
effort to merge practical knowledge with more systematic modes of
analysis. Or the researcher may treat a policy-maker client or sponsor as
an “alter,” because in the policy world a client individual or institution
may at another point in time become a set of resources or the environ-
ment within which the researcher must operate. This last notion enriches
the concept of the “revolving door” through which individuals move
from academia to government and back by emphasizing that researchers
are also citizens.

There will of course always be those who believe that to engage at all
with policy-makers or policy questions is to be coopted. A researcher’s
choice to maintain a distance from all governmental concerns, however,
provides no guarantee that his or her work once published will not be
used by policy-makers. Results of research may even be used to policy
ends quite other than those desired by the researcher. Inaction by
researchers, whether deliberate or through lack of consensus, has the
effect of providing support for the status quo.
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Between Researcher and Employer Though job responsibilities for
American academics are ritually described as “research, teaching, and
service,” it is widely known that research publication has long been con-
sidered far more important than the other two for promotion and tenure
purposes, and in recent years “receiving outside funds” has become 
the unspoken item added to the front of the list. While research reports
aimed at policy-makers and other types of engagements with policy-
making processes can be intensely time-consuming and intellectually rig-
orous, such activities are usually relegated to the relatively low-ranking
category of “service.”

The same kind of research can result in either a policy intervention or
publication (or both), but the two types of work products are quite dif-
ferent as genres. This is not only a question of narrative form; publica-
tion in the kind of refereed scholarly journals of the type required for
promotion and tenure in universities not only in the United States but
increasingly around the world require achievement of generalizations,
while policy analysis and solutions are always and inevitably particular
and unique to the circumstances. There may even be a difference in the
types of questions asked.

Thus communication researchers interested in contributing to policy-
making processes must often choose between attending to policy-related
research questions and audiences and their own professional survival.
Those who receive outside funding for policy-related work may find
themselves somewhat more protected professionally for economic
reasons, but the genuinely critical work so important to healthy policy-
making processes is less likely to receive funding than that which directly
serves existing corporate or other institutional interests. Those engaged
in useful policy analysis that does serve existing institutional needs face
an additional complication—when the then-chief economist of the FCC
issued a call for researcher input in the mid-1990s he acknowledged that
anyone capable of actually addressing the questions to which the agency
sought answers was likely already to be in the employ of the industries
being regulated for sums of money so substantial that he or she would
be unlikely to turn attention to pro bono work.

In a world as driven by personal reputation and interpersonal com-
petition as academia, a response from the policy world to the ideas and
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data of researchers can lead to hubris. Remaining in contact with the
academic environment may provide a useful grounding when excitement
about being close to those in power may tempt individuals into unsound
or inappropriate work.

Between the Researcher and the Self A researcher interested in policy-
related matters must undergo a series of negotiations not only with the
policy institutions of interest but also with him or herself. Those strug-
gles include the need to acknowledge the gap between an ideal world in
which one might believe and the political realities of the real world; dif-
ficulties encountered with colleagues who may treat policy-related work
with scorn or not take it seriously; identity questions raised by the addi-
tion of new roles to those of scholar, researcher, and teacher; and the
simple pragmatic problem that however theory- and research-rich it is,
often policy work does not count in academic promotion and tenure
processes. These, too, are political issues—one may find one’s work used
by decision makers with whose politics you are uncomfortable, have to
live with failures of policies promoted by one’s work, or be forced to
choose between a research program driven by one’s theoretical position
as opposed to one’s political choices.

Research Questions
The horizon against which policy problems are defined, the need for
research questions dealing with decision-making processes and the effects
of the implementation of policy to be cast in terms that are empirically
valid, the degree to which their analysis focuses on generalizable as
opposed to unique features, the extent to which research questions are
critical in nature, and the desirability of consensus are dimensions of
question definition that can affect the utility of communication research
to policy-makers.

The Horizon The difference in the rhythm of the processes with which
researchers and policy-makers are engaged creates another enduring
tension: Policy-makers generally work on a very short time horizon and
need immediate answers to pressing questions, while those involved in
research rely upon time-intensive habits of conceptual development and
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exhaustive research projects that are often of greatest value when longi-
tudinal. Waiting upon scholarly publication cycles for public presenta-
tion of work additionally adds potentially years to the process, though
there are multiple ways work can effectively come to the attention of
policy-makers before it reaches official publication: manuscripts can be
sent to staffers and policy-makers, amicus curiae briefs can be filed in
court cases, and, today, electronic modes of publication can disseminate
findings in the form of working papers and reports long before results
reach more formal print forms.

Even such techniques, however, cannot address the problem of taking
into account the needs of future generations. Environmental problems
have drawn attention to the fact that while it may be possible to get the
consent of the governed from those currently living, it is not possible 
to get policy agreement from those yet unborn. Yet the path dependency
of decisions about information infrastructure and its uses means that
some method of taking the future into account is necessary. In some
policy issue areas there is experimentation with techniques for “dis-
counting the future” and otherwise incorporating long-range impacts
into contemporary decision making, and the same needs to be done in
the area of policy dealing with information, communication, and culture.
This problem is exacerbated by technological change. Policy analysts
working in the contemporary environment must deal both with what
even the FCC is now referring to as “legacy law”—law and regulation
designed for a technological world of media distinguishable for legal
treatment that no longer exists—as well as with emergent infrastructural,
social, and legal realities.

The Validity of Research Questions The formal policy-making
processes to which most communication policy research refers are not
the only processes of importance to the real world of how decisions are
made and the ways in which they are implemented. Informal negotia-
tions, variables that intervene in the ways in which policies are put into
place on the ground, and the intersections among the multiple types of
social systems that convene on the policy process should all be subjects
of research. Increasingly policy-making is only one among the many
structural forces shaping the communications environment. Thus other
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factors, such as the structural influence of software and infrastructure
system design, need attention as well.

The Global and the Local While policy analysts tend to look for what
can be generalized across cases, actual instances of policy-making will
always be unique and thus will not be susceptible to a fixed set of ana-
lytical rules. Every social process and phenomenon, that is, occurs at a
unique conjuncture of numerous causal forces. Policy decisions, too,
arise at the intersection of multiple different games, only some of 
which explicitly involve the policy-making process itself. Neither policy
processes nor their solutions are necessarily applicable across environ-
ments. Even the elements of the policy world may take on different roles
as they move from context to context. In South Africa in the late 1990s,
for example, structuring regulatory agencies became a form of discourse,
discourse a form of policy tool, policy tools a form of cultural expres-
sion, and culture the data upon which regulation was to be based. The
implication for communication researchers interested in having an influ-
ence on policy processes is that analysis must be responsive to the the
particularities of specific situations—though an overemphasis on the par-
ticular can also be dangerous.

Administrative versus Critical Though many argue that there is an
enduring tension between critical research and policy research, others
take the position that policy research at its best is critical research,
applied. Certainly there have been cases when criticism of specific poli-
cies or policy-making processes and institutions has been welcomed;
indeed, at times those inside decision making organizations try to elicit
critical input in order to stimulate or affect specific internal processes.
Those who believe that the most valuable role of communication
research for policy-makers is putting new ideas on the table are sug-
gesting that critical work is not only inevitable but intrinsic to the
process. For this to be successful, however, one must attend to matters
of presentation, the nature of the relationship between researcher and
policy-maker, and the question of trust. Thus the enduring tension here
is not between the types of research but, rather, between the content of
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the ideas presented and the mode and manner of presentation. There is
always the danger that the messenger may be shot.

Innovation versus Consensus Of the various roles researchers can play
in policy-making processes, clearly one of the most effective is expand-
ing the range of potential policy choices by putting new ideas on the
table. At the same time, policy-makers are uncomfortable when there is
a lack of consensus among researchers—or use such disagreement to turn
the results of research to their own political ends. Of course ideas that
are new at one point in time can become the subjects of consensus at
another, but this enduring tension intersects with that between short 
and long time horizons to make identification of specific tactics for
researchers non-obvious.

Process
The distinction between research and policy is an enduring tension for
communication researchers because of the temptation to insert one’s 
personal policy preferences into the presentation of research data or, in
some, the belief that the policy implications of one’s data are obvious
and inevitable. Coping with this tension can include foregrounding the
normative assumptions in one’s research as well as the ways in which
conducting research on a policy problem can constitute an intervention
in itself. The Canadian-based nongovernmental organization (ngo) Inter-
national Development Research Centre (IDRC) provides a model of the
latter by incorporating the Hawthorne effect explicitly into the design of
its research projects on communication policy-related issues across the
developing world. Dolf Zillman’s recommendation that the process of
bringing research into policy-making processes be carefully broken down
into the separate stages of problem definition, synthesis of research, iden-
tification of alternative policy responses, and making a policy decision is
another way of responding to this problem.

Almost all communication policy research aims at legislation once
proposed or put in place—precisely the points at which it is least likely
to have impact. While it may be easiest to see the target at this stage,
those who want to have effect need to enter the process both much earlier
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(when the range of possible policy alternatives is being determined) and
much later (when the effects of the implementation of policies are being
evaluated).

Lessons Learned

Certain lessons for researchers and policy-makers can be garnered from
the experience of others.

Assume That Ideas Matter
Oddly, academics often underestimate the weight of ideas. It is only 
in the last dozen years that social scientists have begun to incorporate
ideas into their analyses of social processes. While the realistic set of
policy options may be narrow, the policy process itself is a voracious
consumer of ideas. Ideas fulfill multiple roles—they illuminate, they legit-
imate, and they are critical to keeping debate alive. One of the most
important functions for academics is theoretical, for theoretical innova-
tion provides conceptual frameworks that in turn suggest new policy
options. This function is particularly important during a period in which
the very nature of the information infrastructure is undergoing such
radical change.

Of course this can be taken too far. Ideas may be taken up for short-
lived political purposes or rhetorical effect. The actual animating 
logics of policy-makers may be spurious or even counter-indicative. Con-
cepts and belief structures that shape policy-making may not be explicit,
so that one of the jobs for researchers should be to bring them into the
light.

The “weak Baconian”1 position acknowledges that knowledge may be
power, but it is not a 1 :1 relationship. The lesson for communication
researchers is that while specific ideas may not always win, they do
matter. Generating ideas is thus fundamental to the metabolism of the
policy-making process; to do so is to serve as a public intellectual. The
greatest benefit from those who choose to play the role of public intel-
lectual may be not in answering questions but in clarifying the questions
to be asked.
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Policy Analysis Demands Theory Development
While existing theory can usefully be applied in the course of policy
analysis, the conceptual task does not stop there. As with any other
engagement with the empirical world, policy analysis should serve to
refine theory and move it forward. Unlike research data generated in 
the controlled conditions of laboratories or via a restriction of variables
examined in a natural setting, the study of policy problems requires
accepting multicausal explanations of events and processes that unfold
in complex environments involving a myriad of variables. One of the
ways, therefore, that addressing policy problems may create a “happy
moment” in the development of the field is that it forces the evolution
of theory complex enough to map validly onto the world we experience,
demands the development of meso-level theory linking abstractions with
the ground, requires linkage of theories that apply to different levels of
analysis, insists that longitudinal analyses be undertaken, and must start
with fundamental questions involving the nature of society and com-
munication within it.

Treat Policy-making as a Coalition Process
Though researchers are generally accustomed to working alone or only
with other researchers, policy-making involves a coalition among social
scientists and many other kinds of actors. As a result, success in the world
of policy requires negotiating skills additional to those required for
scholarship. Responding to critiques of research with anger or with-
drawal, for example, may work in the scholarly world but is completely
dysfunctional in the policy environment.

The coalition nature of the process is one explanation for the unpre-
dictable or limited impact of research results. Though in the minds of
academics data may be determinative, in the political world they are only
one among many inputs into decision-making processes that are them-
selves not linear in nature. The complexity of these processes, then, has
research as well as behavioral implications. The notion of the policy
world as an ecology of games is one way of responding to this situation
conceptually and methodologically. Appreciation of the tacit knowledge
of working policy-makers is another. Onoing relationships between
researchers and policy-makers are a third feature of the coalition nature
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of the process. Policy research reports are in fact often superfluous in
themselves, having been designed into the process as a means of legiti-
mating systematic interactions between researchers and policy-makers.
Acknowledging that policy-making is a coalition venture can also open
up opportunities for academics, who otherwise find they may have only
limited access to pertinent data.

Particularly in issue areas in which circumstances are as rapidly 
changing as they are in the area of the building, regulation, and use of
the global information infrastructure, a great deal of the critical policy
thinking and decision making takes place orally during face-to-face 
meetings at seminars, colloquia, and other venues for public discussion.
The slow pace of academic publishing means that even when refereed
journal articles or books are on-point for specific problems, they may
arrive on the scene long after pertinent decisions have been made. For
this reason, too, participating in oral conversation is important. Doing
so also contributes to the building of the personal relationships with
policy-makers that goes far in developing the kind of trust and credibil-
ity required for one’s work to be taken into account in the course of
policy-making.

Beware of Overgeneralization
Overgeneralization of research findings—whether across time periods,
societies, or situations—is one of the greatest weaknesses of communi-
cation research as applied to policy problems. Though research results
are often presented as if they are independent of their social parameters,
it is now understood that any specific social process or phenomenon
occurs at an always-unique confluence of multiple different causal forces.
To enhance the usefulness of research results for policy-makers, acade-
mics must thus:

1. clarify the conditions under which those results obtain;

2. resist ahistorical interpretations of data;

3. distinguish between short-lived phenomena and long-term trends;

4. acknowledge the limitations of findings; and

5. be willing to reexamine policy conclusions when new research
appears.
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Working in interdisciplinary teams—another form of coalition effort—
can help avoid the monocausal explanations of complex situations so
tempting to researchers whose research streams are based in single 
theories.

Theory and concepts, too, can be essentially overgeneralized. Even
notions such as secrecy are far from static over time and across cultures,
the result of dynamic ongoing negotiations responsive both to social
processes and technological change.

Build a Coherent Research Agenda
The fragmented nature of too many scholarly research agendas seriously
handicaps the academic community vis-à-vis the systematic and 
comprehensive efforts of the corporate world. Across researchers this
contributes to a perception on the part of policy-makers that communi-
cations as a field lacks a consensus and has failed to deal with many of
the issues of primary concern. At the individual level, fragmentation of
research agendas undermines efforts to build enduring relationships both
with policy-makers and with those who fund policy research. Sustained
attention to specific problems over time is critical to building credibility
and developing a reputation for subject-specific expertise.

A related characteristic of research programs is endurance. The policy-
making openness to research changes over time as ideas first seen as
radical or irrelevant may move to the center of discussion a few years
later. One of the values of publication is that it keeps information and
ideas available over long periods. On the personal level, too, researchers
should not be discouraged if first attempts to influence decision making
fail; rather, the effort should be conceived of as decades-long. Coherence
does not mean oversimple—it means focused.

Respond to Actual Policy Problems
Working politicians and policy-makers are not concerned with theory,
however sexy—they are concerned with solving problems. This reality
has several implications for communication researchers interested in
having some impact in the policy world. Communication researchers for
much of the twentieth century have pursued questions very different
from those addressed by policy-makers. While First Amendment 
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scholarship focuses on the production of ideas, policy-makers also must
address the distribution and use of information as pressing political prob-
lems. Audience research has gripped much of the communication
research community over the course of the decades during which the
pressing policy issue was design of the architecture of the information
infrastructure. In both of these exemplar cases there is a relationship
between the questions pursued by each but those connections must be
explicitly drawn and this is almost never done. While of course any
research must be informed by theory and theory will always be the source
of any ideas of value to policy-makers, defining a research agenda that
is solely driven by theoretical questions may well not yield results 
of value to policy-makers without additional effort on the part of
researchers. Taking an alternative approach need not necessarily require
selling out by emptying analyses of a grounding in social theory. Rather,
it may be a simple matter of working with presentation modes to ensure
that theoretical work and research intersect with the ongoing discourse
among policy-makers.

Even when a desired law or regulation is put into place, there is no
guarantee that it will be fully or appropriately implemented. On the
policy-making side there may be a shortage of funds, lack of nerve,
absence of political sponsorship or acceptance by necessary collabora-
tors, or a lack of effective method. The media or other industries to
which policies apply may not live up to their commitments. Too, poli-
cies once implemented may have effects quite other than those intended.
Therefore researchers who are interested in influencing the structure of
society and the nature of social processes through the avenue of policy
should include evaluation of the effects of the implementation of poli-
cies in their research agendas. Without this additional step all other
efforts may be for nought.

It is often difficult for policy-makers to link the results of research or
ideas with which they are presented to specific decisions they need to
make. Researchers can address this problem by making explicit the rela-
tionship between their research results and legislation or regulatory 
decisions facing policy-makers. Linking research to specific pieces of leg-
islation makes it much easier for policy-makers to locate the informa-
tion and understand its pertinence. When there are no specific pieces of
legislation on the table to which research results or theoretical 
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developments apply, it is still valuable for researchers to detail the policy
implications of their work. Often policy-makers otherwise simply cannot
see the utility of the information that is offered to them.

Adapt Presentation to Audience
Very few policy-makers will have the skills necessary to understand either
ideas or data presented in academic terms. The fact that decisions already
in place may have been based on intensive empirical investigations is
often unknown to contemporary policy-makers. Researchers who seek
policy use of their findings, therefore, must repackage their information
in forms accessible and usable to policy-makers. Synthesizing complex
findings into easily grasped conclusive statements is critical for success,
as is contextualizing findings in terms familiar to the policy-making
world. Researchers who are able—and willing—to be explicit about the
values informing their work and the assumptions embedded within it are
also likely to increase their effectiveness with policy-makers.

The arguments built upon research results, too, must be comprehen-
sible to the layperson. Policy-makers will not be attuned to subtleties of
theoretical position or to arguments internal to the social sciences over
the relative value of various research methods. Rather, the quality of the
argument presented will be determinative of their responses. It is worth
taking into account during design of presentations that the results of
research are often of more interest to those in mid-level decision-making
positions than to those at the top. Another danger that attention to the
manner of presentation can help avoid is what Wartella describes as
“ghettoization” of findings, the application of ideas and research results
to single issues when they have more general applicability. Higher edu-
cation curricula intended to train communication researchers for involve-
ment in the world of policy should incorporate courses that train
students in a range of policy research genres that go beyond scholarly
journal articles to include executive summaries, reports, press releases,
media briefings, and other techniques designed to reach the wide variety
of audiences of importance.

The fora for presentation of research results are also important. Con-
tributing to oral debate has already been mentioned. Editorial pieces in
newspapers and magazines, letters to the editor, articles for elite but non-
academic intellectual magazines, and books written for a trade rather
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than academic audience are all ways of bringing scholarly ideas and the
results of research in front of working policy-makers. For all of these
venues, academics must be clear about just which public is being
addressed, and adapt language, syntax, and modes of argument as appro-
priate. The public at large needs a different type of presentation than do
working policy-makers, technical specialists, or the cultural and socioe-
conomic elites who influence policy-makers.

Clarify the Researcher’s Role
There are a number of different roles a researcher can play in the policy-
making process, from advocate to staffer to expert witness. Not all of
what an academic will do in a policy process is necessarily research itself.
One may also be called upon to summarize positions of parties, propose
alternative policies, assess potential impacts of policies, or simply educate
decision makers. Being clear about just what the role is what function is
to be filled will enhance a researcher’s chances of success in the policy
world. A number of the pieces included in this collection identify cases
in which researchers were less effective than they might have been
because of confusion regarding roles.

Research brokers—insiders in government open to new ideas and
willing to bring them into policy-making processes—are one of the most
important but least understood and often nonexistent links of the chain
of connections needed if research is to effectively influence policy.
Brokers may be politicians who are unusually forward-looking or staffers
with advanced academic training (often under those whose ideas they
subsequently bring into government). Brokers are key to success because
they have daily access to decision-making processes, like the industries
being regulated but unlike academics brought in upon occasion for
expert advice. What it takes to successfully establish such a function will
differ, of course, from society to society; it is easier where the popula-
tion is smaller and the number of hierarchical layers between elites and
the general population is lower. The lesson here, though, is the forma-
tion of task-specific institutions designed to bring the research and policy
communities together can be valuable.

It would be useful were policy-makers to become better equipped to
understand and use the results of research. Legal realists early in the
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twentieth century began to argue that those involved in making, inter-
preting, and implementing the law ought to pay more attention to the
results of empirical research and the thinking of social scientists. As early
as the 1940s the suggestion was made that traditional legal education
should either be replaced by or be enriched with training in social science
research techniques, and the suggestion of enriching law school curric-
ula this way remains on the table today. Many policy-makers work their
way into political activity from other educational backgrounds as well,
so all teaching in the area of information, communication, and culture
may serve as inputs into later policy-making processes via its impact on
students.

Become Involved in Institutional Design
This book has not attended to issues raised by policy-making processes
as organizational forms or by their communicative aspects, but tinker-
ing with the design of policy-making processes and institutions them-
selves is among the techniques available for bringing the research and
policy communities closer together. The study of policy-making as orga-
nizational and communicative forms is likely to yield additional useful
insights as to how to do this most successfully. To further this end,
researchers ought to be involved in processes of design and review of
policy institutions.

One way in which the use of new information technologies can 
make it easier for communication researchers to influence policy is
through establishment of widely available and easily accessible databases
of existing research and the formation of national and international
research networks. Computerized databases and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) that include the liaison function in their mission
statements have begun to perform some of these functions over the 
past couple of decades. Recent breakthroughs in the design of knowl-
edge management software should increase capabilities of this kind in
future.

Notes

1. Thanks to Andrew Blau for articulating the “weak Baconian” position.
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