MASS COM 313 READINGS #10


COMMUNICATION EFFECTS

Introduction


When we consider the field of communication within the context of social science, we may divide the field into two main areas: interpersonal and mass communication.  It is useful to talk about communication in terms of one of the models available.  The model that seems the most useful here is based on that of Shannon and Weaver. Its six parts include a source, an encoding device, a channel, a message, a decoding device and a receiver.


In discussing interpersonal and mass communication processes, we shall make use of six headings corresponding to the six components of this model.  We have selected some representative studies in which the findings are comparatively clear.


Research dealing with communication processes necessarily touches upon several of the steps in the model.  Emphasis, however, is often on only one of these.  Throughout we shall emphasize experimental as opposed to field studies, our rationale for this being that through experimental studies, we obtain a better understanding of the operation of the variables than we could in field studies.  This is not to say, of course, that field studies are of no value; quite to the contrary, many of the experimental studies we shall report or the hypotheses which they set out to test were based on the findings from field studies or field observations.  In addition, we shall cover only a few studies, giving some details on these.

Source


Early studies dealt with the prestige or prestige-suggestion phenomenon, with the general finding that when a communication was attributed to a prestigeful source, there were opinion or attitude changes in the direction of the prestigeful person’s position, in contrast to the case where the communication was attributed to a non-prestigeful source.  However, it is not the prestige that is the critical variable.  Rather, when a message incompatible with the recipient’s opinion is attributed to a source, the message content is itself reinterpreted so that there is congruity between the message and its source. (Thus, if an Arroyo supporter is given a message with pro-Estrada flavor to read, and this message is attributed to President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, the person was likely to reinterpret the message content so that it is congruous with the subject’s image of Gloria Macapaga-Arroyo.)


This finding is of considerable interest for its significance to communication theory.  In this illustration, the problem for the receiver would be to establish equilibrium between the message content or the cognition of the message’s content, and his cognition about Mrs. Arroyo.


What we have said, of course, applies only when an incompatible message is attributed to a source, and we see that it is not so much the positive prestige of the source that “causes” the receiver to change his opinion, but rather that the receiver changes his perception of the message so that it is consonant with the perception or cognition he has of the source.  In the case of compatible messages, prestige does operate, although this factor is commonly referred to as the credibility of the source.


Osgood considers that there is a tendency for the receiver to move towards congruity, to establish equilibrium between his perception or cognition about the source and concept.


We might illustrate this:  For example, if a highly valued source is linked by a positive assertion to a highly negative concept, there will be a tendency for the individual’s ratings of judgement of both the concept and the source to change somewhat.  To take a specific example, if  President  Corazon Aquino, a highly valued source, let us assume, stated that he basically approves (a positive assertion) of the legalization of divorce, we would find that Mrs. Aquino would decrease in positive valence and that the practice of divorce would slightly increase in valence; or to put it another way, divorce would become less negative.


In a carefully designed experiment, other researchers have shown that when source credibility was varied, opinion change was directly related to the credibility of the source.  (Thus, when communications on the development of atomic submarines were attributed, on the one hand, to Oppenheimer [a nuclear physicist], and the other hand, to Pravda [Soviet propaganda newspaper], it was found that 36 percent net opinion change occurred when the communication was attributed to Oppenheimer, and zero net opinion change when it was attributed to Pravda. 


Another study dealt with communications on the topic of leniency in the treatment of juvenile delinquency.  The communications were attributed either to a judge, a man on the street having essentially neutral credibility, and to a shady former delinquent.  The communications attributed to each of these were identical in advocating leniency toward juvenile delinquents.  Significantly higher leniency scored were found in response to the communication attributed to the judge.  Furthermore, these scores were significantly related to the perceived trustworthiness and expertness of the source. The judge was perceived as extremely trustworthy and expert in the matter of juvenile delinquency, whereas the shady character who was formerly a delinquent was perceived as not only being untrustworthy and not expert, but also as being very definitely biased.


A different kind of study is that reporting the analysis of Kate Smith’s war bond drive on the radio during the war.  It was established that Kate Smith was directly responsible for the sale of many war bonds, and this ability was attributed to the extreme sincerity which Miss Smith imparted to her audience.  Furthermore, because of the hardship of the long radio broadcast, the audience perceived that she was making a considerable personal sacrifice.  This sacrifice, perhaps, was perceived as being equivalent, to some extent, with the sacrifice being made by members of the armed forces, and suggests that this put pressure on members of the audience to perform a similar sacrifice.

Encoding


Problems with encoding have not traditionally been associated with interpersonal and mass communication. Several psychologists have studied problems of language learning, which, fundamentally, are problems of encoding.


Recent interesting contributions to the psychology of encoding have been made in the realm of “categorizing behavior.” Cognitively speaking, objects and events are categorized – that is, they are placed into categories. A category is a class; membership in the class is determined by whether or not the objects and events have particular attributes or combinations of attributes in common.  For example, smell has a fairly high criteriality when placing objects into the category “onion;” shape, on the other hand, has much lower criteriality, since many other vegetables have shapes similar to that of onions.


It is evident that in communication, it becomes extremely important to know something about categories, their defining attributes, and the criteriality of the attributes.  For the purpose of transmitting a message to a particular receiver, it is important when encoding a message that the attributes used in categorizing events or objects have high criteriality.


It is necessary, however, that the attributes used also have more than merely a high objective criteriality.  It is necessary that they have a high criteriality for the receiver.  The fact that, objectively, an event or object can be categorized by the use of attributes of high objective criteriality does not imply that a personal classifying or categorizing the object or event would assign the same criteriality to the attribute.  For example, a person whose smell was particularly insensitive would not give to the smell of an onion a high criteriality.  For this person, shape, texture, weight may be more highly criterial.  This is the type of problem that we run into when we converse with someone who speaks another tongue, whether it be a foreign language or a technical language.


Information theory, from which our six-part model is adapted, has been especially concerned with problems of encoding. It has addressed itself particularly to problems of devising optimal codes.  Information theorists have attempted to devise not only economical communication systems, but also efficient communication systems and codes.  One of the things which they have pointed out that is of particular interest is that when encoding a message, it seems necessary to incorporate in it a certain amount of redundancy. English, for example, is approximately 50 to 70 percent redundant.  It is not that words or phrases are repeated, but rather that the same idea or relationship is expressed in more than one way.


If (to choose an example based in part on formal letter relationships in writing) we were to ask a person to play a guessing game of the following type, it would be found that his performance would be far better than one might expect him to do by chance. The game is as follows: One asks the person to guess at a sentence which the speaker has in mind.  The person is to guess successively at each letter, beginning with the first letter of the first word in the sentence. On the initial letter he will not do much better than chance. Given the first letter, however, he will do rather better than chance on the second, and much better on the third, and, if it is more than a three-letter word, he will guess the fourth or fifth almost without error.  As the game progresses, he is now able not only to guess letters with increasing accuracy, but whole words.


With or without realizing it, all sources use redundancy to increase communication effectiveness.  Teachers, for example, use repetition of a lesson over time, reviews of exercises, reviews of lectures, and examinations.

Channel


Early experimental studies dealt with the relative effectiveness of oral versus printed communications.  Generally, it was found out that face to face communication was more effective than indirect communication.


More recently, an experimental approach has been made to the effectiveness of television. Findings have been that television is just as effective as face to face lectures and classroom work.


Other, indeed most, comparative studies of channels of communication have been of the field variety, such as on the relative importance of different mass media as these influenced voting.  It was found in this instance that radio was judged as “most important” by greater percentages of subjects than were newspapers.


A quite different type of study is that related to the influence of mass media upon the individual.  Earlier studies had found that the mass media, newspapers and radio particularly, seemed to have little direct effect upon voting behavior.  However, there was substantial evidence that interpersonal influence was considerable.  We hypothesized, therefore, that information or communication from the media flowed through one person to another.


More specifically, the hypothesis was that information from the media flowed through an opinion leader, who was exposed to the media, on to another person or persons.  This was referred to as the “two-step flow hypothesis.”


Some researchers have questioned the two-step flow hypothesis and thought it more likely that the flow was n-step flow [“n” stands for any number].


Another study entailed the intensive interviewing of farmers and people in rural communities.  Other researchers also found that the n-step flow hypothesis was probably sounder than the two-step flow hypothesis.  It was clear that the farmers’ adoption of fertilizer usage, as well as the adoption of other recommended farm practices were not subject so much to a direct influence by the mass media nor to a two-step influence from media to farmers, but rather, were subject to a fairly long chain of influence. Thus, for example, a farmer who had adopted crop irrigation procedures was not influenced directly by something he had read or heard in the mass media, but was influenced by a neighboring farmer. The neighboring farmer was, in turn, not influenced by the media, but by both agricultural agents and a farm machinery dealer, and it was discovered that both of these had to a certain extent been influenced by some of the media. In some of the cases, it was possible to trace back six or seven steps in the influence process.

The Message

Two aspects of the research on the message are particularly important: that concerned with the nature of the appeals made in the communication and that dealing with the problem of the order of presentation of the arguments within the communication.

An early study determined the effects of emotional versus rational appeals. The study was specifically concerned with the effects of propagandistic political leaflets in city districts.  In some districts, emotional leaflets were passed out; in other districts leaflets with essentially rational arguments were used; and in control districts none were passed out.  The leaflets, whether emotional or rational in appeal, were in each case designed to increase the Socialist party vote.  The three groupings of districts were fairly well matched so that observed differences in the number of people voting for the Socialist party could be compared with some confidence. Results showed that the emotional appeal was approximately 50 percent more effective in getting out the Socialist party vote. Other studies on the relative effectiveness of emotional versus rational appeals have, however, found no difference. 

A number of ingenious studies on the effectiveness of fear appeals have been conducted. One of these is the study in which strong, moderate and minimal fear appeal versions of a communication on dental hygiene were prepared.  The communications differed fundamentally in the number and type of fear-arousing appeals which they contained. In the strong fear appeal communication, for example, the harmful, painful effects of improper dental hygiene were stressed, whereas in the minimal fear appeal version of the communication, these were not alluded to. The results clearly showed that of the three versions of the communication, the minimal fear-appeal version was most effective in leading to both acceptance of the communication and resistance to a subsequent counter-communication. 

A theoretical discussion of these findings outlines what is called a “defensive avoidance” explanation of the results.  It is hypothesized that when fear is aroused in the recipient of a communication, and this fear is not adequately relieved by assurances in the communication, the recipient will be led to ignore the importance of the threat. Furthermore, the recipient of such communications will tend to avoid exposure to any stimuli which were associated with the fear-arousing communication.





It has been tentatively concluded that strong fear appeals have undesirable effects in that the individual, being unable to recall the causes of the thr4eat, will be less prepared to meet it. 

The question of the relative effectiveness of different orders of presentation has also received attention.  Early research was concentrated on problems of the relative effectiveness of recency versus primary.  In general, it was held that primacy was superior. In some experiments, recency effects were dominant.  Researchers studied rthe effect of a subject’s making a public commitment after exposure to a communication.  They found out that if, after exposure to one side of an issue, the subjects made a public commitment of their personal opinion, the effectiveness of subsequent exposure to the other side of the issue was considerably reduced.  In this case, then, primacy is dominant, but apparently only when commitment to one’s position follows exposure to the initial communication.

In further studies of the effects of primacy, an experiment was conducted in which a person was described both as introvertive and extrovertive.  Some subjects received the communication in the order introvertive-extrovertive; others in the order extrovertive-introvertive.  Control subjects received descriptions of the person either as introvertive or as extrovertive.  It was found out that when contradictory information of this type was presented in a single communication, the information coming first had the advantage. Thus, when a person described in the communication was first described as introvertive, then extrovertive, the introvertive dimension predominated.

In an ingenious study of primacy effects, it was found that placing desirable communication first and following them by a less desirable communication produced more opinion change than the reverse order. It was deduced from this that if a series of messages are presented to the subjects and that some of these are in some accord with the subject’s opinion while others are not, more opinion change will be prodeuced in the case where those in accord with the opinion of the subject are presented first than if in the reverse order. This results from the fact that the subject will be rewarded for attending, accepting and comprehending the message and will tend to do so on subsequent communications. If, on the other hand, the reverse order is presented, the subject, being punished for attending, comprehending, and accepting the message, will develop avoidance tendencies upon exposure to subsequent images.

Decoding


Decoding problems are largely the obverse of the coding problems referred to earlier. Categorizing behavior, information theory, language learning, perception of speech, audition, visual reception, vision are all relevant to the decoding problem.


Although on the face of it the study of categorizing behavior has special relevance for a study of encoding processes, it is clear that it is equally relevant when we are concerned with decoding.  The study of categorizing behavior facilitates answers to such questions as: What particular attributes will the recipients of a communication attend to and use in categorizing the events transmitted?  If, in transmitting information about a particular event, we have made use of certain criterial attributes, will the subject make use of these to the same extent and in the same manner as the communicator?  To some extent this problem is one of determining whether attributes have the same criteriality for both communicator and recipient. If the criteriality of the two are quire disparate, what kind of “communication” will we have? How much redundancy must be introduced into a message in order to insure that the recipient will perform the same categorizing judgement as the communicator?


Information theory is similarly concerned with problems of redundancy, but more generally is more concerned with the question of how much information can be decoded under given conditions.


In an analysis of a large number of studies, it was shown that the amount of information that an individual human being is able to handle is limited, and that the maximum is apparently seven “bits.” This appears to hold for a large number of sensory modalities, vision, audition, olfaction, and so on. It was also shown, however, that if the units of information are changed, so that the individual is able to group events in a meaningful fashion, the amount of information that can be handled by the individual is somewhat larger.  To illustrate, the individual can handle more information if he can treat the word “chair” as one entity than if he were responding discretely to the elements of the word, that is, the letters “c,” “h,” “a,” “i,” “r.”

The Receiver


The receiver in communication has received more research attention than any of the other factors. Much of this research has been the “audience research” of the mass communicator.  We shall cite here some relevant research findings, selecting for illustration studies that show the operation of some of the more important variables relating to the receiver.


Intellectual ability is an important variable.  In general, this is defined as the education of the respondent. Although this is probably not the most satisfactory operational definition, and perhaps not as satisfactory as a general intelligence test score, it is nevertheless probably quite adequate, general intelligence and education being correlated.  Opinion change is correlated with intellectual ability.  There is an increasing effect of a communication with increasing education of the audience. However, and this is important point, there is also correlated with intellectual ability greater resistance to change of opinion, if the communication is detectably biased.


In some instances, when the communication is perceived as biased, there is a “boomerang” effect; individuals are made to change their opinion in a direction opposite to that advocated by the communication.  An additional finding is that opinion items which are positively correlated with education were changed positively, that is, in the direction of the communication, whereas items which correlated negatively were changed negatively, that is, in the direction opposite to that advocated by the communication.


The effectiveness of a persuasive communication is also primarily affected by the initial position of the recipient, relative to that of the communication.  Two different effects have been hypothesized: (1) that with small discrepancies between the position of the recipient and the position of the communication, there will be more attitude change than with large discrepancies between the two. When the discrepancy is small, assimilation is expected; when the discrepancy is large, a contract effect is expected; (2)  that with increasing discrepancy there will be increasing attitude change; in general more studies have found that with increasing discrepancy there is more change, than the opposite.


The two positions, however, can be reconciled with the theory of cognitive dissonance: when there is a discrepancy between the position of the recipient and that of the communication, dissonance will result for the recipient, and there will be pressures to reduce the dissonance.  Two means of reducing the dissonance are available to the recipient.  One is to change his opinion in the direction of the communication, and hence reduce the discrepancy.  Another is to reject the communication, or to generally discredit it.  If the credibility of the communicator is high, the former means is more likely. If, on the other hand, the credibility of the communication or communicator is low, the more likely dissonance-reducing response is to discredit the communication.


The importance or relevance of a communication to a recipient will also affect his response to the communication in a number of ways.  For receivers to whom the communication is important, research shows a longer lasting attitude or opinion change than for those to whom it is less important and less relevant.  It further shows that individuals, when given the opportunity to request a pamphlet, were significantly more likely to do so if the pamphlet was important and relevant to them.  Finally, research indicated that if a communication was sent out to individuals unsolicited, those to whom it was more important and relevant were most likely to attend to it.


Group membership variables affect reception of a communication.  There was a high negative correlation between the evaluation that the Boy Scouts made of their troops and attitude change. In this study, communication derogating certain practices and beliefs of Boy Scouts was addressed to the troop members.  Those Boy Scouts who had the highest evaluation of their troop were least likely to be affected by the communication, whereas those who held their troop in lower esteem were most susceptible to change.  In another study, the momentary salience, or heightened awareness, of group membership affected response to a communication.  Specifically, group-anchored attitudes, in this case attitudes about Catholicism, are much more resistant to counter-pressures if group membership is salient than if not.


Other studies, on the relationship between social status and communication, and on rumor transmission, show the effects of status differentials on communication.  In a study, two-level hierarchies were experimentally created, in which participants engaged in problem-solving tests, during which they could and did communicate between the hierarchical levels as well as within a given level. Control subjects were run in the same problem-solving situation but were not differentiated on the status dimension. It was found that under these conditions there was more communication between subgroups in the control condition than in the condition where there were status differentials.  In the latter condition, it was found that subjects in the low status group were much less likely to direct hostility upward toward the higher status group than members of the higher status group were to direct hostility downward.


It was also found that lower status members were specially likely to communicate upwards in a hierarchy.  It was theorized that they did this as a substitute means of upward mobility.  Another interesting finding in this case regarding the content of communication, is that the more unpleasant a position in the hierarchy (in this case, lower status) the stronger the likelihood for the individual to communicate task-irrelevant material.


Festinger theorizes that whenever a decision is made which entails choice among alternative courses of action, dissonance will be produced in the individual.  The amount of dissonance produced by the decision will be a function of the relative attractiveness of the alternatives not selected to the alternative selected, and of the importance of the decision.  In turn, the individual’s subsequent exposure to communications relevant to the decision will be a function of the magnitude of dissonance produced by the decision.


An experimental study tested these derivations from dissonance theory.  This involved interviewing purchasers of new automobiles about their reading of automobile advertisements immediately following their decision to buy the new car.  The findings showed that new car owners were more likely to notice advertisements about the car they had bought than about other cars.  Furthermore, they were more likely to notice advertisements about their own car than were individuals who had not bought a new car.  In addition, among those who had noticed advertisements, the new car owners were far more likely to read the advertisements than were the individuals who had not purchased a new car. 


Finally, we may mention personality characteristics of the recipient as important variables in the communication process.  A study by Janis clearly shows that low self-esteem is associated with infuenceability.  A further study by Janis shows that anxiety neurosis and the presence of obsessional symptoms is, on the other hand, associated with resistance to persuasion.


In somewhat broader explorations in the relationship of personality characteristics to persuasability, Janis and field have found that feelings of social inadequacy (which are related to self-esteem), social inhibition, richness of fantasy and argumentativeness are positively and significantly correlated with persuasability.


A person’s need for cognition is a further variable associated with communication processes.  Need for cognition refers to a need by the individual to structure and make meaningful relevant situations. If a need for cognition does in fact exist, it should be found that information seeking would be positively correlated with the need for cognition, but only when the source of information had previously effectively reduced the need. Testing this hypothesis with a group of mothers, it was predicted that mothers with high need for cognition were especially likely to actively seek information on child care for physicians and pediatricians, but that there was no relationship between the need for cognition and information seeking when the information was sought from psychological and school counselors.  The predicting was based on the assumptions that doctors and pediatricians would have, in the past, reduced their patient’s need for cognition, whereas psychological and school counselors had not. ###

