MASS COM 313 READINGS #4

DIMENSIONS OF EFFECTS

The study of communication effects is really a study of the ways in which communication receivers or respondents can behave after reception of a message. Whenever an individual is influenced to change his beliefs, decisions, actions, attitudes or other general behaviors, certain identifiable external events occur which constitute the communication stimuli.   By a “stimulus” we mean anything the individual organism can perceive.  Certain classes of stimuli we call communication stimuli.  These include verbal stimuli such as speech and writing, as well as non-verbal stimuli like music, gestures, or painting.  Communication stimuli include not only what is said, but all of the intentional and unintentional stimuli which might influence a communication respondent, including information about who is speaking or writing, why he is communicating, and if there are others present, how they are reacting to it.  All of the world around us may act as stimuli for our responses. Our ability to see rocks, trees, and people, our ability to hear the wind, to taste popcorn, to feel the texture of a brick wall, or to smell a freshly baked cake is all evidence of the ways in which we are affected by the impact of stimuli.


On exposure to stimuli, changes take place in the behavior of the respondent or receiver of communication.  These constitute the communication effects.


One dimension that seems useful is that of classifying effects along a scale of observable/non-observable.  Observable effects are those immediately detectable through the senses of an onlooker to the situation.  Non-observable or covert effects are those not immediately detectable to the observer.  Changes in attitudes are internal changes and must be inferred by the observer. There may be physiological changes such as an increase in the pulse rate which are not detectable.  What is an overt response to one individual may not be noticed by another. The doctor with the use of an instrument may be able to detect physiological changes which remain covert to the casual onlooker.  Nevertheless, a division of communication effects along a dimension of observable responses/non-observable responses is a useful division from the standpoint of the observer to a communication situation.  In failing to realize that all effects are not made manifest, the onlooker might attribute failure to a communicator, where actually, the communicator has been successful in producing desired changes.


Keeping in mind the overt-covert dimension, we can suggest another set of categories which overlaps the first.  This second set of categories has been suggested by social scientists studying the effects of communication.  They suggest that receivers of communication can change their attitudes, their opinions, their perceptions, their actions, or their general emotional state.  Each of these five kinds of effects overlap somewhat.

Attitude Change


Attitudes have been defined as a “predisposition to response.”  Thus they are an internal state of the organism, and not something which is easily observable. In fact, we study attitudes by looking at behavior, and then inferring that the individual holds a particular attitude.  When there are indications that the receiver of communication has internalized a message suggesting a change in his values, we use the term attitude change to refer to these changes. 

Opinion Change


Opinion change is closely related to attitude change.  When there is evidence of a genuine change in a verbalized belief or value judgement, we call that change an opinion change.  The essential difference between an opinion change and an attitude change is the requirement of verbalization for an opinion change.  If the change occurs, but the individual says nothing, it cannot be an opinion change. 


Here is where a difficulty arises.  Since the only ways we have of studying attitude change are through the overt responses an individual makes, it becomes difficult, if not impossible to separate attitude change from opinion change.  In fact, most of the studies in the effects of communication are studies on opinion change.  Theoretically we do is the assume that attitude change accompanies all communication.  Whether the main effect is an opinion change, a perception change, or some other effect, it is probably accompanied by some internal effects – attitude changes.

Perception Change


Perception change is also accomplished through communication.  On first sight, an individual might well appear to be a bum – poorly dressed, unshaven, and in need of a haircut.  But if we know that the man is an eccentric millionaire, we do not perceive him as a bum any longer.  In fact, we are inclined mentally to increase the quality of his clothes, and provide him with a haircut and shave.  In other words, after receiving communication about the man, we tend to perceive him differently.  This is an example of perception change.


Perception change is important in may communication situations.  We tend to view the Russians in terms of the prior communication we have about them.  As this communication changes, so do our perceptions about the individual.  If we have developed prejudices about certain nationality groups, then we will tend to look at individual members of the groups as having the characteristics we found objectionable – regardless of whether these characteristics really exist at all.

Action Change


This is the easiest kind of communication effect to study since we restrict our use of action changes to overt behavior other than verbal behavior.


The same caution holds true for action changes as for other changes.  They probably do not occur alone, but rather in a complex relationship with other kinds of effects.

Emotional Change


We are not talking here about the values we place on objects or communication events, but rather about the way in which we feel after exposure to the communication. We might feel extremely happy, or we might have feelings of nervousness, or fear, or sadness.  This kind of effect is difficult to separate from attitude change, and in practice, it seldom happens that the experimenter is able to get “pure” attitude or “pure emotion” as the response to his experimental message.

Summary


Stimuli flow into the organism from many different places.  Some of these stimuli are communication stimuli.  When communication is received by an organism, there will be effects.  Some of these effects will not be observable to the onlooker or experimenter, but that their nature must be inferred from other cues.  These include attitude changes ad some emotional changes. Other changes are observable to the experimenter – opinion, perception and action changes. ###

