MASS COM 313 READINGS #1

COMMUNICATION THEORIES

Mechanistic S-R Theory


It assumes that cleverly designed stimuli would reach every individual member of the mass society through the media; that each member would perceive the stimuli (meaning: message) in the same general manner as his fellows; and this would provoke a more or less uniform response from all.  It is also called the Hypodermic Needle Theory.

Individual Differences Theory


Rather than being uniform among the mass audience, the effects of the media vary from person to person, because of individual differences in psychological structure.  This is the principle of selective attention and perception.  This is based upon individual personality characteristics.


One of the effects of the communication process is persuasion.  An effective persuasive message is one which has properties capable of altering the psychological functioning of the individual in such a way that he will respond overtly in ways desired by the communicator.


Another effect is incidental learning.  This is how children learn new ideas and practices from the media.  People may take up new habits, adopt new fads, change their musical tastes or bolster their loyalty to a political party without complying in any sense to a persuasive message deliberately directed toward them.


As a result of the Individual Differences Theory, Bernard Berelson formulated the following proposition:


Some kinds of communication on some kinds of issues, brought to the attention of some kinds of people under some kinds of conditions, have some kinds of effects.


The Berelson formulation called specific attention to the fact that variations in the stimulus material and variations in the social setting or other related conditions as well as the psychological structures of members of the audience could be expected to have an impact upon the kinds of effects produced.

Social Categories Theory


This assumes that there are broad collectivities, aggregates or categories whose behavior is more or less uniform.  Examples of these groups are those considered according to age, sex, income level, educational attainment, rural-urban residence, religion.  These are called variables (meaning: conditions that change).  Knowledge of very simple variables provides reasonably accurate guide to the type of communication content that an individual will or will not select from available media.  The basic assumption is that in spite of the heterogeneity of modern society, people who have a number of similar characteristics will have similar modes of orientation and behavior. 


George Lasswell has a convenient way of describing the act of communication:

Who

Says What

In Which Channel

To Whom



What Effect?

Social Relationships Theory


Information moves through two basic stages.  First, the information moves from the media to relatively well-informed individuals who attend to mass communications first-hand.  Second, the information moves from those persons through interpersonal channels to individuals who have less direct exposure to the media, and who depend upon others for their information.  Those individuals who are more in contact with media are called opinion leaders.  They are not only passing on information, but their interpretation of the communication content they had been exposed to.  This kind of personal influence has been recognized as an important intervening mechanism between the mass communication message and the kind of responses to the message.


It has been found that opinion leaders, in general, are in some respects very much like those whom they influence. They tend to conform closely to the norms of their groups, and they tend to be leaders in one area, but not necessarily in others.  Opinion leadership does not seem to travel down social structures (meaning: from rich to poor; upper class to lower class) but is more likely to be horizontal.  It appears to take place primarily between persons of somewhat similar status, although this is not always true.


The Social Relationships Theory was formulated by Elihu Katz and Paul Lazersfeld.  It is also called the Two-Step Flow of Communication Theory.

Concentric Circle Theory


This was developed by Elmo Roper.


Under this theory, ideas penetrate to the whole public very slowly.  This is through a process similar to osmosis.  Ideas move out in concentric circles from the Great Thinkers, to Great Disciples, to Great Disseminators, to Lesser Disseminators, to Politically Actives, and finally to the Politically Inert.


This is similar to Lazersfeld’s findings.  It is also called the N-Step Flow of Communication Theory. ###
