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WHERE IS MASS COMMUNICATION RESEARCH GOING?

Frederick T.C. Yu

Forecasting is a risky business, but it can be fun.
There 1s a—speedsl foolhardiness in accepting an invitation to
predict where mass communication research is going. 3ut the
invitation activates onme's Walter Mittvism, the dream that omne

S & . .

may even diseever a brave new world of mass communication
research. And so Qe proceed down the road from forecast to
fantasy.

I approach this assignment with three assumptions. First,
mass communilcation research, like all fields of studv, is
defined by what it does; its future will be decided by what

problems 1t will study, how it will study them, and what it will

becomes o

learn. Second, what will-meppem=—in this field of study will
depend more on what will happen in the media and—reisted—academic.
disciplines and on what the media and society will do to each

ot «*
other than on what has happened inAacademic;communication
research institutions. Third, the study of mass communication
presents a special problem that is in need of rethinking. We
have entered an unprecedented era of explosive technological

developments and continuing social changegyf Accelerating

advances in the field of communication and information are



changing not only the mass media but also the way we
communicate, work, live and organize our society. These
developments and changes raise important questions about many

of the ideas, methods and institutions that have guided the
study of mass communication during the past 30 to 40 vears.

They present exciting opportunities and pose enormous challenges
for mass communication researchers.

Obviously, we should have a good 9nderstanding of what is
going on in this field before we can speculate on where it is
going or suggest where it should be going. This is easy to sav
but difficult to do. Mass communication research has grown SO
fast and expanded into so many specialties in so many directions
that it is very difficult to get a clear and complete picture of
the entire field. Even researchers have trouble keeping track
of developments within their own specialties. Just how manv
specialties and sub-specialties are there in this field? How
many and what kind of researchers are doing how much and what
kind of research about what kind of problems in what kind of
institutions? We don't really kﬁow. .

Some of these specialties, such as consumer and opinion
research, have.acquired an identity of their own. Some, such
as advertising research, started long before mass communication

became a subject of study. Some emerging specialties, such as

communication policy research, are barely recognizable. Of course,

not all specialties are equallv productive. Those with larger
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Take this vast proliferated area of international
communication research, for instance. Ithiel de Sola Pool

observed not very long ago:

There is, in fact, remarkably little research of
any kind of international communication. There is a
great deal of essay writing about it. But bv research
I mean studies in which data is collected to establish
or refute some general propositiom...

The two topics regarding international communicarion
that have been most extensively studied, and very badly,
[ must say, are the balance in the flow of communication
among countries, and the cultural biases in what flows.
Those are topics on which there have been a few empirical
studies, though by far the great bulk of thart LLterature
consists of polemical essays unenlightened by facts.

Pool illustrated this point with the book, National

Sovereigntv and International Communications edited by

Kaarle Nordenstreng and Herbert Schiller. He went on:

not one .of the papers was a research studv of the
kind that social scientists normally do. & couple of
the papers reviewed some social science literature and
cited empirical examples, but use of social science or
quoting of empirical data is not the same thing as doing
research. I say this not to claim that everv ook 1s
obligated to be a social science research studyv; there
are other legitimate activities in the world too. 3ut
I cite this book since most of us authors are social
scientists, and it is, I fear, tvpical rather than
exceptional in the literature about internmational
communication.
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There are good reasons for us to focus our attention
on what prominent researchers such as Pool considered to be
serious and solid international communication research bv social
scientists -- i.e. carefully designed research projects on well
defined internationmal communication problems, carefully stated
concepts and theories, and carefully tested propositions and
findings about such problems, and not simply opinions, insights
and advice of social scientists. There are equally good reasons
to believe that Pool's definition covers only one tvpe of research
and that international communication research -- or mass
communication research for that matter -- is by no means limited
to social science research.

Much of the talk about mass communication research dwells
on the work of a special group of academic communication scholars.
Most of them teach in communication departments or journalism
schools, direct graduate communication programs, supervise doctoral
dissertations in communication, and publish in communication journals.
This is a fast-growing community. In the days of what Wilbur Schramm
calls the "Founding Fathers'" of mass communication research, onlv
a handful of communication doctorates were awarded in any vear.

In 1984, according to the Journalism Educator (Spring, 1985), 340

doctoral students were enrolled in U.S. departments and schools of
communication and journalism. Minnesota headed the list wirth 50
students in its doctoral program, but Iowa and South Illinois

graduated the most doctorates, each reporting eight in 1984.



In the 1940s and 1950s, onlv a handful of communication journals

7
existed. Schramm counted about 50 in 1983. 1In the 1940s, the

annual publication of journal articles and books was a little
more than a hundred. In 1982, according to Schramm, "z thousand
articles and book chapters were summarized at length in a single

quarterly publication called Communication Abstracts, and these

-
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were chosen selectively rather than inclusively."

It 1s hard to characterize these academic mass communication
researchers and still harder to determine their role in mass
communication research. They are growing perhaps faster in
number than in status. They are distinguished perhaps more by
what they are than what thev do. Because of their positions, thev
probably play a more important role in journalism education than
mass communication research. Most of them are products of graduate
programs in communication and journalism, although a significantlv
large number of them are trained in social sciences and related
disciplines.

They seem to operate in a world of their own. They establish
their own journals, organize their own associations, and publish
in their own journals or yearbooks. They have become increasingly
more independent from various academic disciplines and related

professions and, at the same time, more isolated.



Schramm, who knows the work of this group of researchers
better than most students of mass communication research, observed

recently that the fast rate of growth of this group "'is at once

reassuring and worrisome,'' because ''it is inevitable in a field

developing as fast as this one that a great deal of trivia and

a relatively small proportion of truly insightful research will
4
be published."

Jeremy Tunstall, a noted British media sociologist, has a
more critical view of U.S. mass communication research. He
probably had these academic communication researchers in mind when
he wrote that "something is badly wrong with U.S. communication
research and that '"the symptoms include too much low-quality

work and very little, i1f any, work of reallv high quality.”
_ 3 y v hig ;

(2]

The "central disease," to him, is fragmentation. He went on:

The fragmentation that is U.S. communication studies
takes many forms. I believe the central mistake was to
have a discipline on a combination of practical journalism
and social psvchology The fact that a single individual
can teach courses in, sav, magaz*ne editing and research
techniques in social psychology is a tribute to human
adaptability, not a well-conceived academic dlsc1pllne.

Once a field becomes fragmented and acquires a reputation
for low-quality research, it becomes hard to attract or
retain people of the highest qualitv. The old pattern of
the researchers passing bv, but not staving, will continue.
In such a fragmented field, reputation is also fragmented --
in other words, even lﬁ you do superior work, the quality
may not be recognized.
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This 1s not a new criticism of mass communication research.
The field has received even harsher criticisms not only from
social scientists but also from scholars in other disciplines,
professionals in the media and journalism educators. Among the
familiar criticisms: much communication research lacks direction,
much of it is neither intellectually exciting nor socially
useful, and it neither commands very high respect in the academia
nor enjoys wide support from the profession of journalism.

But to be fair to academic communication researchers we
should set the record straight and make two important points.

One, their work constitutes only one part of this vast and still
largely uncharted filed of mass communication research. Two,
their research environment is quite different from what it was
30 or 40 years ago.

Many scholars (not just social scientists) and wrirers who
wOTK on mass communication problems are not associated with
communication departments or journalism schools and do not
consider themselves mass communication researchers. They work in
academic departments in universities, news media, advertising
agencles, consumer research companies, opinion research and survey
centers, consulting firms, gove?nment offices and world organizations.
Some publish in journals of their academic disciplines and some
in trade organs. Some do research for their clients. Many are in

mass communication research as a business.



The emerging communications policy research, for instance,
is a fragmented preserve of disparate experts. Researchers in
this new specialty carrv very different tool bags that are
arbitrarily filled with instruments and instructions from law,
economics, engineering, political science, sociology and business.

Not many conventional mass communication researchers have entered

this area. A leading scholar in this area was Pool. 3But he was

no conventional communication researcher. Another important figure

in the field is ﬁdwin Parker, formerly of the Institute of Communication
Research at Stanford. He has left the academisz.

When Paul Lazarsfeld entered mass communication research, he
introduced survey research to the field. He founded one of the most
influential survey research organizations in the country, the Bureau
of Applied Social Research ar Columbia University, and he trained
many outstanding communications research scholars. Then came the
Survey Research Center at Michigan and the Social Science Research
Center at Chicago. During those early days of communication research,
survey'reseaych had a special place of importance in graduate communi-
cation programs and opinion research was one of the first areas of
communication research to attract media attention and media support.
Much of Lazarsfeld's research at Columbia, for instance, was supported
by CBS. Some of the early public opinion polls were conducted by
university researchers. Today, a great deal of survey reserach 1is done
by me&ia organizations themselves and some can be bought from commercial

research firms such as Yankelovich. The polls of CBS and the
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New York Times have become a regular operation. More than one
hundred survey centers are based in universities and, according

to Eleanor Singer, editor of the Public Opinion Quarterlv,

at leas; 100 media organizations have theilr own research units.
Survey research, of course, contiﬁues to be a major
research method and tool of academic communication researchers.
But they do not monopolize this method or tool, which is used
by many other researchers in many fields for many reasons. And
they do not always get the support thev need.to do as much of the
type of research as they wish to do.
"In 1959, when mass communication research was still a
relatively new field of study, Berelsom wrote thar ''the state is
5 .
withering away.' 1In 1972, about 13 vears later, Gans wrote about
"the famine in mass communication research,”/althOugh in 1983,
eleven years later, he talked about ''the studv of news and the
news media' as ''one of the liveliest fields within communication
Q
research.'" " Berelson's idea was that the so-called "Tounding Fathers"
were leaving the field. He wrote that '"Lasswell was interested in
political power, Lewin in group functioning, and Hovland in cognitive
processes, and they utilized this field (communication) as a conve-
nient entry to these broader concerns." He said Lazarsfeld was the
only one of the four who 'centered on communication problems per se,"

but Lazarsfeld was then moving away into mathemarical sociology.

Schramm described the state of affairs in those early days with



that much—-quoted statement that communication research was

"an academic crossroad where manv have passed but few have
o)

oy

tarried." Schramm now sees things a little differentlv.
He now speaks of communication research as '"a new academic

10

casis' where a new type of research scholar has moved in and

settled down. ''Many of the new settlers,' Schramm writes,
"came equipped with brand new Ph.D.s in communication and gave
every indication that thev intended to spend their careers
in the new academic oasis.' But Schramm wonders whether the
new settlers could really build sometging stable except upon
the foundation of an old and honored discipline. And he asks:
"Could a new scholarly discipline grow up around the problems
of communication, or was this merely a passing fancv among
academics?"

Perhaps the metaphors of "an academic crossrocad' and
"a new academic oasis'' are not quite appropriate. To begin
with, both suggest a place, something spatial and stationaryv.
A map of mass communication research does not vet exist. = But
1f one were to draw such a map, this "crossroad' or ''ocasis"
would be just a spot or regiom on this map. Secondly, it is
hard to picture communication research as an "oasis' which 1is

defined in dictionaries as "a fertile or green area in an arid

region" or "something providing relief from boring or drearv

routine. To be sure, many settlers -- those new Ph.D.s in
communication -- have moved in to settle down, but some settlers

do move on to other regions that are perhaps even greener and
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Perhaps we should look at mass communication research
simply as a field of studv, something like the studv of
international relations or area studies. It can be compared
with the study of engineering, medicine, law, business,
technology, or enviromment. It requires the work of scholars
of many skills from many disciplines.

It is perhaps more fitting to think of mass communication
research as a caravan on an intellectual expedition than as a
spot Oor region on an academic map. This caravan has traveled
some distance. It has traversed many crossroads. It is now
4t another crossroads. It has to know where it is going and
where it should be going.

We can answer the two questions by raising two other
questions: One, what problems are likelv to be studied?

Two, what problems should be studied?

We know some answers to the first question. We can
expect more research on most of the problems in the field.
Every specialty in mass communication research has its research
agenda. Certain problems are the main concerns of certain
specialties, and some specialties are more concerned with
methodological than substantive problems. There was a time,
for instance, when advertising and commercial research was
confined to newspapers, magazines and radio and much of the

research had to do with the learning and forgetting of advertising
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messages. Then television developed and introduced changes

in research. And new media of advertising created still more
changes. But the measurement of advertising effects remains to
be the main concern of this specialized area of research. 'The
agenda of unanswered questions in advertising and commercial
research,’ Bogart noted in 1973, "continues to remain almost
ldentical with those that face the academic student of

) ' ) ) , 1
communication and persuasion.

Opinion research, which deals with all kinds of opinions
that can be measured, is always concerned with measurement
techniques and methodological problems. Iﬁ seeks comnstantly
to develop new and better methods of opinion agd.survey research.
For instance, when AAPOR (American Associati;ﬁ of Public Opinion
Research) and WAPOR‘(Worl& Association of Public Opinion Research)
meet for their joint convention next vear, high on their agenda
will be, as always, problems of methodological developments. Thev
are now calling for papers that will.deal with validation studies
(comparison of surveys and other measurement techniquest for
determining TV ratings; readership; trends in the economv; etc.);
indirect survey estimation techniques (randomized response; normative
techniques; shadow weights); experimental design (studies of response
rate and question wording); telephone interviews (how to get more

out of the technique, compromises vs. innovations in telephone survey

design); developments in the design and use of mail surveys;



qualitative research techniques; finding and questioning rare
and hard-to-reach populations (the homeless, millionaires, low
lncident product users); mathematical models of public opinion
dynamics; new developments and applications of choice models
(treatment of uncertainty, variety—seeking, etc.); physiological
measurement techniques; and popular culture as an indicator of
public opinion. There will also be papers on professional
developments and concerns of public opinion researchers: for
instance, the problems of research and the law (researchers as
expert witnesses; conflicts faced when research findings are
used for advocacy); research entrepreneurs (the academic
as research entrepreneur; and research as a business); pending
legislation which will affect survey research; and critical
decisions based on survey research (case histories in marketing,
elections, public policy).

Instead of considering research concerns of various -
specialties, let us look at the entire field of mass communication
research and ask: what ideas and problems should be called onto

the research stage?
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Twelve years ago, W. Phillips Davison and I organized a
12
research conference to ponder the same question . wWe produced

-

a volume on the major issues and future directions of mass
communication research with contributions»by Ben H. Bagdikian,
Jay Blumler, Leo Bogart, Davis B. Bobrow, Michael Gurvitch,
Herbert Hyman, Elihu Katz, Daniel Lermer and Edwin 3. Parker.
Our guiding question was: What kinds of knowledge are necessarv
1f societies are to make rational decisions regarding the
organization and operatipp of the mass media? We raised several
complexes of questions for résearch: What social and individual
needs can the mass media help to satisfy? What is the preferred
relationship, for each society, between masss communication and
interpersonal channels? What types of media and content are
best suited to what kindsjof task? How can staﬂaards oL mass media
performance be defined? How can the media confer the greatest
benefits at the lowest cost? These questions remain as important
and almost as fresh as the day they were proposed 12 vears ago.
Davison and I found it necessary to structure the field
of mass communication research in order to identify the principal
areas for research and the principal tasks of. researchers. e
started -with a simple model of communication in society. It's a
model that links individuals and collectivities in two-wavy
communication channels as‘follows (the two lines indicate two-way

communication):
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indir'dual individual

I
|

collectivity collectivity

We then added the mass media, which introduced new

dimensions in this model as follows:

individual - individual
| .
’ f L
] '
i i
mass
/ media A
R 1
. ‘ . .
collectivity collectivity

This is a model that links mass media with individuals and
with collectivities, indicates certain basic processes of
communication and presents three principal areas for research:

(1) relationships between the individual and the mass media,

(2) relationships between social organizations and the mass media,
and (3) the way these relationships interact with communication
mechanisms and technologies to result in the formation of particular
types of message content.

This model remains useful today aé a device to indicate the
types of precesses or relationships in which the mass media zre
involved, to see how much and what mass communication research has
learned about what kinds of processeés or relationships, and to suggest

what research 1s needed 6 TMPTFOVE- AT 1TRAET CramdTme A€ ~frlhme mem~e~s oo
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What sort of problems should be on the agenda for future
research? The following are proposed as starters.

Let's start with the basic: the U.S. media svstem.

The problem: what kind of media system do we have in the
United States? How well is this system meéting individual and
societal needs and how would it serve these needs better?

These are several sets of specific questions to be
explored:

How is this system structured now? How does it function?
How has this system changed? What has changed over the last few
decades? What is changing?

Who owns what in this system? What is the pattern of
media ownership? How is the pattern changing? Who are the new
owners? What does it take to own what in this system? How are
lnvestments in media related to other investments in the financial
community? What determines how media profits are reinvested in
the system or in other‘enterprises? What do we know about the
joint ventures, mergers, takeovers and new services?

Who runs what in the system? And how? What new knowledge
do we need about media management and media operations?

How do the changes in the three main areas of the svstem --
information, entertainment and advertising -- converge and have
what effect on the system?

Who (individuals and organizations) wants, needs. gets and

used what this system has to offer?
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What is the role of the svstem in the shaping of values
and behavioral patterns? What do we know about the communication
of values?

What do we know and what should we'know about the various
types of media workers, their performance and their problems?

How is their performance evaluated? How should it be evaluated?

What is the impact of technological changes on the svstem?
What are the directions and dimensioms of these changes?

What 1s this system doing to and for our political,
economic and cultural environments, and how in turn is it shaped
or reshaped by these environments?

What is the role of this system in the world societv?

Who can do what to make this system work better and be
more responsive to people's needs?

A critical test of how well we studv and understand a
system is our ability to predict or forecast its behavior. TFor
instance, understanding the atmospheric and solar svstem enables
meteorologists to make weather forecasts and to predict such
happenings as sunrises, eclipses and comets. Similarly, understanding
the political system and voting process allows pollsters to make
election forecasts. While meteorologists and pollsters do not
always make accurate forecasts, they have made progress in their
studies, developed better tools and techniques and improved their

ability to predict. We are still a long wav from completelv
3 P g ) ! 3
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understanding our media system and we don't know nearlv as much
as we should about it to attempt much significant forecasting.
Americans know many things and have even very definite ideas
about different parts of this system, but notlmany of them
understand the system as a whole. The subject has not even
received much serious attention from media researchers. Conven-
tional communication researchers are still concerned mainly

with specific topics of the Lasswellian whﬁ-says—what-in—which-
channel-to-whom-with-what-effect question. They seem to be

much more interested in how people in a nation behave in a

media system than what a nation could or should do with its
media system. Many parts of this system are heavilv studied

by some specialists and are widely debated at different forums.
Some studies explore one medium such as public television, while
others examine one kind of content such as TV sex or violence,
some analyze one kind of coverage such as foreign news, and

some aim at discerning onme or amother of the particular effects
of one kind of news or advertising on one kind of consumer or
one part of a community. But svstematic inquiries into the entire

media system are rare.
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On the other hand, 1s it really important to studv the
entire media system? Is it really necessary to predict its
future? Who really knows what the system will look like 30
or 40 years hence? How predictable was our bresent'media
system 30 or 40 years ago? Who would have prediéged 40 vears
ago, at the end of World War II, an American media-system
that includes such outlandish things as television., 24-hour
cable TV news, videodisc, video cassette recorders, teletext,
videotext, subscription TV, direct broadcast satellites, etc.?
Who would have forecast an information enviromment that is made
up of such fanciful things as microwaves, laser beams, data bits,
microcomputer chips, satellites, digital wires, fibre optics;
memory banks, word processors, personal computers. teleconferencing,
teleshopping, -elebanking and tele-almost-evervthing?

An obvious answer to these questions is that forecasting
1s inherent in all system evaluations and public policv research.
A somewhat less obvious but equally important answer is the premise’
that the media system we will have depends to a certain extent on
what we desire, demand or do. Forecasting the future of our
media system is not quite the same as predicting tomorrow's weather.
Meteorologists may predict tomorrow's weather accurately, but thev
can't really do anything about it. Our forecast of the media
system mav be nowhere near as certain, but we can do something
about it. Obviously, the system may not always go the wav we
desire or want. But the emphasis is on thinking ahead, on knowing

the options, and on making policies-and plans. And rhie fe whara
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To ask how the media system 1is meeting.our individual
and societal needs and how it would serve these needs better
1s to evaluate the performance of the system and to recommend
ways for its improvement. We are in effect asking: Is the
media system doing what it is supposed to do and working as
well as it is supposed to work? We do not have manv evaluative
standards and tools for answering this question. Indeed we do
not even agree on ways to arrive at standards. Journalists
receive prizes and awards for their good work. They know
the“élements of journalistic excellence but they cannot always
explain to outsiders what these elements are. This is an area
where social scientists and journalists run into some predictable
troubles when they iiscuss communication research on journmalistic
performance. Gans%3‘or instance, talks about ”aﬁ urgent 'in house’
task f&r news policy research: the development of criteria for
judging and evaluating the news,'' because all too often the
judgements of news researchers tend to reflect ''criteria and
standards of one or another version of the scientific methods
which, 'cannot be the only, or even the major, standard setters
for journmalism." Gans thinks that news media researchers with
an interest in policy must begin to propose and discuss other
norms with which to evaluate the news. This is, of course, a
very difficult veﬁture. On the otherrhand, to quote Gans again,
"only if we give serious and systematic thoughts to news norms
and news media'purposes do we have.the right to tell journalists

and others whether and how to improve the news."



It 1s all very easy to ask: how well is the media
system meeting the needs of our society and how would it serve
these needs better? The question cannot Be answered now
because we have yet to have a clear understanding of how these
needs are perceived by those in the media; and how the media
system functions in the total information environment. Most
media studies offer one-dimensional or slanted views on this
environment and this system. Not many studies examine the way
~in which ;eople use all ch#nnels of information and and enter-
tainment available to them and how they compare, integrate,
weigh and recall information and entertainment from multiple
sources. We know that information, entertainment and advertising
grow together in this system, but how the three functions interact
i1s dimly understood and little studied. Research on news mediz
rarely deals with entertainment, few studies of entertainment
have much to do with information, and advertising researchers
concentrate on doing their own thing. Consider, for instance,
a few television'prog;ams. Such early network programs as
ABC's Good Morning America and CBS Morning News have news and
information as &heir basic text and format, but use many show-biz
techniques in presentation. On the other hand, such entertainment
shows as "That's Incredible" and "Real People' are sometimes very
informative indeed. Home video cassette recorders have changed

the way many families spend their leisure time with television



and other media. They have given rise to a new industry,
led television networks to consider new programming services
and encouraged more making and viewing of home movies. The
claims of telephoﬁe and computer companies to enter the
"information business' and the "knowledge business'' are not
just cute or empty advertising slogans. But how do all these
fit into the media svstem?

Pool, one of the most respected and reflective men in
communication research with a strong interest in information

technologies, looked at the challenge for research and wrote

not very long ago:

[f there is to be a new wave of exciting research
on communication, it is likely to be on new questions
made salient by drastic changes in the communication
situation. While we can expect to make some marginal
progress in understanding the effects of the mass media,
I see no reason to anticipate a major breakthrough in
this area. But new technologies raise different questions
than do the mass media. For example, because mass media
are one-way, controlled by a small population of producers
and consumed in the same form by millions of people, we
are naturally curious about the 'effects' of such heavy
stimuli.

-But this is not the salient question to ask about an
information retrieval system. If people have access to an
enormous range of information and are able to choose what
they want out of it, they may have all sorts of problems
in skill and motivationm in finding just what they want,
but no one is telling them what ought to be heard or seen.
This situation makes the user more interesting than the
effects of the messages on that user. We are likelv to
see interesting research being dome on people's motivation
to seek knowledge, on their styles of search, on their
gains of knowledge, and on their creativity in learning,
as well as on how they interact with one another when each
retrieves different information. 14



To understand the impact of technological changes on the
media system is a much trickier research problem than we
generally realize. Parker alerted us to one aspect of this
problem during the early years of communication policy research:

Much research needs to be dome to bring to fruition the
social potential of the new communication technology and to
determine the possible benefits and dangers before the
technology has been widely adopted. The major studies of
the effects of television (Himmelweit, Oppenheim & Vince,
1958; Schramm, Lyle and Parker, 1961) were completed after
television had been widely diffused through the society.
This was some twenty vears after the television became
publicly available. By the time the studies were completed,
it was too late to change the technology; and, at least
in the United States, too late to change the economic and
regulatory structure of Lthe *elevision industry in anything
exXcept very minor ways"D B

Parker made this point even more sharply in another piece:

'If we structure the problem (of technology assessment) as
one of assessment of the technology itself, or as one of
the developing social indicators to better measure social
effects after they have ahppened, then the bat:tle will have
been lost before we start. By the time we have definitive
measures of social effects, the political, economic, and
institutional structure surrounding the new technolozv will
be well entrenched and highly resistant to change -~

Pool was talking about another aspect of this problem when
he wrote:

Researchers tend to look at the wave that has passed.
Students of international communication are no exception.

This 1s to some extent inevitable. It was as true of
classics of social science as it is of inferior works...
So we do not have to be ashamed of the fact that most of
the current research on international communication which
authors believe deals with its structure, is in fact about
the old structure that is rapidly passing. Since most
researchers are not in the class of Marx, or Weber, or Keynes,
more often than not they are writing about a wave that is
not about to pag: in a decade or two, but that is already
well past.



... the existing literature does not deal with the

most significant and interesting developments in

international communications today. It deals with

the extraordinary explosion of international mass

communication that occurred some two or three decades

ago, most notably with the goming of the tramsistor

radio and then television.™’

The U.S. media system is of course much more expanded
and complex that it used to be. It includes new media as
well as old media doing new things. Cable, for instance, has
evolved from a way to improve television reception in the late
1940s to a new mass medium, now reaching more than 60% of
U.S. households and already facing competition from many over-the-
air, newer video services. Newspapers have become increasingly
electronic, and more and more of them have been absorbed into
ever-growing chains and multi-interest corporations. Radio
stations have become increasingly units in larger economic
concentrations, and FM-radio has increasingly become a medium
of narrow-casting appealing to highly specialized interests.
Neither telephone nor television is new. Both are doing new
things. A television set used to be just a receiver. It now
has multiple functions. It even ''watches' us too. Even computers
and satellites aren't exactly new. What is new is the merging
of telephone, television, computers, satellites and manv other
communications devices into a single yet differentiated system

that allows for transmission of information and data between

persons or between computers through cables, microwave relavs,



or satellites. It was not very long ago when mass communication
researchers could completely ignore telecommunications and leave
all technical questions to engineers and regulatorv problems to
lawyers. The convergence of modes of communications has raised
new and difficult questions not only for communications specialists
and media researchers but for all Americans. Questions such as
cable connections and backvard earth stationms in a community have
become concerns of common citizens. There are, of course, many
more complicated communicatioms policy questions than these. For
instance, would increasing electrification of print technology lead
to more government regulation 'of the press with attendant dangers

to our civil liberties? Or would the increasingly maturing

tat

electronic communications allow for more pluralism, diversity
and absence 0f regulation than traditional print media ever did?
We still speak of mass communication. But the mass-ness

has changed. ©New information technologies have enabled newspapers
and magazines to have demographic editions fo% different masses.
Various types of viewdata systems can even allow individuals to
create the types of information packages which thev want, although
the development of such systems is still limited bv practical

economics.



This is perhaps a good place to bring up another
communication research area. This is what Menzel calls
"Quasi-Mass Communication: A Neglected Area." This 1is
that vast area setting the dichotomy of mass communication
and person-to-person communication. This dichotomization,
he writes, ''leave no room for such phenomena as speakers who
take part in election campaigns, street corner orators, luncheon-
club circuit riders, salesmen approaching a succession of
poteﬁtial buyers, missionaries preaching in foreign societies,
store-front information centers, literary agents, selective
dissemination services and numerous others." He raises interesting
researcﬁ questions. For instance, "What sort of transactioms,
and, beyond'these, what social processes are most likely to be
fostered by each form of communication -- i.e. bv mass communication
and by each variety of quasi-mass communication. Which form is
likely to lead to greater standardization and homogenization?
Which is more nearly monopolizable by groups in power? Which
offers the shelter of relative privacy to the .transactions of novel,
original, suppressed, minority, conspiratorial, or otherwise

'deviant’' movements? Which will insulate interest groups from
Q

a4
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one another? And so on?"
Let us move on and consider another tvpe of communication

problems at the global level.
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the world is increasingly

this premise:

firse,
global "informationization” will figure

Consider,

"informationized,' this
in just about everybody's future, and the sooner and better we

understand this phenomenon the greater our chance of finding

ways to deal with it.
This tongue-twisting word "informationization' is used

not to pervert the English language (it was coined in the 1960s

by the Japanese as a translation of johoka shakai, meaning
information society), but to stress a new importance of information

It suggests that information now plays an important

Its meaning is
~ =
"=

in our lives.
role in social change today as steam power and electricity did

in industrialization in the nineteenth century.
20, . .
compunication,

such words as ''computerization, '

broader than that of

22 ;
and '"teleinformatics." It describes not only a merger of
computers and telecommunications but a fusion of various modes

and systems of communication, an application of information to

private and public affairs, and a process of development of

information environments.
At any rate, the world is increasingly inter-connected.
The oldest nation state

It is "wired" quite differently now.
Much of what European

in Europe is now a lot less national than before.

countries have to do these days depends on what kind of arrangement
Development, the natiomnal

they can work out with other countries.
policy of all developing countries, used to depend on national

efforts. It now depends very heavily on international efforts.
Ccat1im 168 T vemlrmAd 194 =l m mmrr o m o o~ w1 A .
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Rapid and continuing advances in communication and
information technologies are changing not only the way the world
communicates, but also the way we perceive the world and
ourselves. They have in recent years restructured intern;tional
relationships for many countries, redefined the world's
political boundaries and economic resources, and reshaped'
the global balance of power.

Take satellites, for example. This technology, alon;
with'computer and microtechnology, is inherently international
in scope. It recognizes neither terrestrial boundaries nor
political borders. It shrinks the world. It serves as a major
factor in the integration of the developing countries into the
world economic system, largely because of the reduced cost of
satellite telecommunications. It has already affected the
power relationships between governments and countries and 1is
continuing to influence the reshaping and restructuring of
traditional organizations and relationms.

The world is already locked in a titanic struggle for
harnessing the communications and information tecRnologies which
represent the wave of the future. These technologies represent
a leading edge of U.S. strength. For the moment, the United
States still dominates the field. Japan is scrambling to catch

up, and many European industrialized countries are aggressively

jockeying for position. Developing countries are seeking ways



29

to reap the rewards of the new technologies, and some are

trying practically to remake themselves through the technologies.
While it is hard to take seriously the view that mastery of the
microchip will allow poor developing coun;ries to vault from
underdevelopment into the computer society, as prescribed bv
futuristic writers, it is easy to understand why these countries
are determined to attempt some degree of mastery of the new
information technology and not to miss out in the information
revolution this time as some believe they did in the Industrial
Revolution.

Information has acquired a quality of new strategic
importance as a factor in international relations. Information,
to begin with, is a much broader word than it was twentv vears
ago. It no longer refers only to conventional bodies of facts.
Iigures, news, intelligence or academic research. It includes
also all kinds of data ranging from electronic impulses that
measure human heartbeat or numeric digits that record airline
reservations to the signals in remote sensing communications and

sensors that sight a target and guide a weapon to it.
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Information has also become a new wealth of nations.
More nations depend increasingly on information not only for
the growth of the economy but also for improvement of quality
of life. The United States is now described as a country shifting
from an industrial to an information economy.

This is not the place to argue whether the U.S. is an
information society or whether the world is marching along
a preindustrial-industrial-postindustrial path of development.
What is important is tharore and more industrial nations are
devising plans and strategies to develop their "information"
sectors -- microchip technology, computers and telecommunications.
What is even more important, but often overlooked, is the
lncreasing interest and activity in communications development
in the Third World and a desire to exploit new information
technologies for developmental objectives: education, national
integration, technology transfer, and health welfare services.
A growing number of Third World countries have adopted national
informatics pléns and policies. Informatics, as defined bv the
Intergovernmental Bureau of Informatics, '"is the rational and
systematic application of information to economic, social and
political development.' Yash Pol, secretary general of the
Second UN Conference on Exploration and Peaceful Uses of Outer
Space, reflected this mood of the Third World when he talked

about satellite technology and said: ''We can define neighborhoods
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in different terms from space. This provides us with a new
agenda, a new perspective of what we should change, exploring
the world of not only what is possible, but of what is

23 '
desirable. "

Possession of information or data is not onlv a symbol
of economic growth but a sign of power anywhere. Increasingly,
a nation's political, economic and military status iq the world
is defined or determined by its access to worldwide informarion
and the possession of technology that collects and processes it.

There is no need to go into the implications of this
phenomenon for intermational communication research. The
possibilites for research are perhaps as plentiful as the
problem 1s complex.

Finally, a brief word about an entirely different problem
of mass communication research:

There was a time when mass communication research was
identified by the media. We had newspaper research and radio
research, an area distinguished by Lazarsfeld's work. Then much
mass communication research was described and defined by the

research methods that were used. Now the field is identified by

the problems it studies.



32

What problems should be studied? This is a much harder
question for academic communication researchers than for
scientists. Physicists and chemists, for instance, generallv
know what are some of the toughest ‘problems in the field, and
the challenge is to find ways to crack Ehem. Communication
researchers do not alwayvs agree on the most important problemé
in the field. Their problems are also hard to master too.
Economist Gunnar Myrdal used to complain that social scientists
"never reach down to constants like the speed of light and of
sound in a particular medium, or the specific weights of atoms
énd molecules,”" that they "have nothing corresponding to the
universally valid measurements of energy, voltage, amperes, and
so‘on? and that the regularities they find do not have the
"firm, general and lasting validity of a 'law of nature.'"

Mass communication researchers have to wrestle with still more
slippery problems than those in economics and on still less
firm grounds.

The fact that mass communication researchers musf work with
scholars from various academic disciplines and professions makes
the job of problem-finding and problem-defining even harder for
them. Scholars in various disciplines have their own perspectives
and many are wedded to their ways to studv a problem. Not many of

them adapt very easily to a different perspective or a new set of terms.
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Mass communication researchers cannot simplv turn their
problems to other scholars and leave the development of their
field through the enterprise of others. Théy should alert
scholars in various disciplines and professions to the critical
issues in their field and they must formulate questions for the
consideration of other scholars. They must build bridges between
their field and others. This is not to say that they cross these
bridges occasionally to get some ideas or borrow some tools from
some disciplines. Not all the tools they need for research are
necessarily available on the shelves of other disciplines. Some tools
perhaps do not even exist. Mass communication researchers must
then know how to place special orders for these needed tools.
For too long too many mass communication researchers have plaved
a rather passive role with what a few fields of social science have
to offer to the study of mass communication. And too many seem
to be content to do their thing with the tools thev have acquired
from other fields.

Mass comﬁunication researchers have a far more important
role to play than that. It would be asking too much to ask them
to lead the study of mass communication in academic disciplines

is

Tt

Or to set a trend of mass communication research. But i
reasonable to expect them to at least do their part to set some

parts of the future research agenda.
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