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Chapter i g

The Psychology of
Mass Communication

S

r Dal el

Innocent Okoye
and
Agnes Ahmadu

Introduction
Comr_nunication, as a rule, involves a process whereby information, id
- emotions, skills, etc, are transmitted by the use of symbols, | thI l‘;. I eas;(
words, texts, images, figures, signs, and gestures, from i ackmins =
another or others. A basic communication mc;del ) OEE pErsen. Lo
encodes and sends a message through a channel 3 v:hia;h amsa{;nds;

interpersonal or mass mediated, to :
g ’ a receiver o T ,
have the ability to decode the message F estination; whish must

. : .
| :edbasu: elements of the‘communlcation process are: th d
also called source or communicator; the message, also .II de pruel
and the receiver, also called destination or | audie::ia ; Fconte?lt’

ce, or tne

communication process to be complete there is feedh ich i
response from the receiver that the message ha ack, which is the
S act

heard or whatever. ”a“)’ been seen or




Indeed, all communication is yn
will have effects. Effect is any chan
result of communication exposuyre.

eyl short  or long-run, reinforcement or
conversion (Berelson and Steiner, |9¢4:

528). But effects cannot be
uniform, and rarely exactly as planned, since the audience’s minds are not
tabulaerasae, or clean slates on which no im

pression formerly existed. All
audience members are subject to pred

Ispositions, in the form of
personality traits, Interests, attitudes, beliefs, biases, ideologies,

mannerisms and idiosyncrasies. Predispositions are the social and
psychological states of the audience members at the beginning of the
communication process, whose chemistry with communication brings -
about differential effects.

Incidentally, the important role of predisposition in the
communication process was only discovered after a season of romance
with the idea of “all-powerful media” in which the mass media were
deemed, a priori, to have “direct, immediate and powerful effects” on the
audience. Indeed, scientific research into mass communication, pioneered
by scholars from psychology, was aimed at testing this hunch. The ensuing
media effects tradition of classical mass communication could not support

the initial notions of all-powerful media, but rather ascribed the media
with only “limited effects”

Origin of Mass Communication Theory

Mass Communication is defined by Stanley et al, (2009:5) as a process
Whereby “an organization employs a technology as a medlum”to
cOMmunicate with a large audience.” This all-too-fz?fn“llllar' definition
Presents a scenario in which the source is not an individual such as a
‘€acher in the classroom or a pastor on the PUIPitt b”_t 3 Com‘p_lex
°Tganization, with various specializations, such as the Nigerian Te::tlaws:c;!}
uthority (NTA) network. The message is not casual but a produc :
“work”, “standardized” and “manufactured.” The audience Is nm'jn[
PErson or a small group but a “mass,” not only large, _bUt 'also :an‘l;‘);
dispersed and heterogeneous. Most importantly, the medium Ili no e
vord of Mmouth or a letter, or even a simple tECh*ncflo‘gydhth?\nilogy
*ddress System at a public function, but a sophisticate ¥
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combining a transmitter, antenna, complemented by a radg, teleyig
receiver; or film project; or a P"'“‘_:'“g_Prelss-d = o
Even at that, in offering their simple de nition, Stanley et g 5
that “the mass communication envuronmel:nt IS (const'antly) cha nglnr2
And they give the following-exampl_es to uttress_ tI'TEII” POINt thye ti
frontiers of mass communication are indeed expanding: e

When you receive a piece ?f direct-mail ac_ivertising addresseq
to you by name, and in which your name is u‘sed thmughout’
you are an audience of one - not the Igrge. audience €nvisioneq
in traditional notions of mass communication. When yoy Sit at
your computer and send an email to twenty thousand People
who have signed on to a Listserv dedicated to j Particular
subject, you are obviously communicating with a large audience
but you are not an organization in the sense of a Newspaper
cable television network or movie studio (Ibid).

emerged as a result of the master trends of

industrialization, urbanization
and modernization, withessed

In Western Europe in the previous

» as well as on the political and economic

d the social psychologists, Kurt
Lewin and Car| Hoveland; the political scientist, Harold Lasswell; the
sociologist, Payl Lazarsfeld, and the demographer, Bernard Berelson. Oso
(2012:3) rightly points out,

: “‘the roots of communication and medi
studies are deep | -

4k I 4 dur‘ing the First and Second World Wa;z’
v 3 cinema ang | adio, on the individual audience memz

Were eager to ascertain the impactol




f God, and 933

image of 04, and needed tq conf

religious dogmas in orde-r to be “saVed?‘r[rSo::c st;mdar.‘ds

would be lost forever in hell, Byt i, 1854 C;’: ’liergts OF “evil doeren
ries PDaj

biologist, published his seminal work o - rwin, an English
eued that inheritance and plology accg the Origin of Species, in whicﬁ he

pPrescribed by

way when exposed to the power of the mass media
This view of humans as behaving like sheep was mingled with the

ticulated by sociologists. The result

organized way of explaini
YSte _ ining mass
communication phenomena, which later found accommodation in the

Anglo-American university system. This is the origin of mass
communication theory.

The Role of Psychology in communication research
Psychology is the academic discipline concerned with the study of the
human mind and behaviour. It attempts to understand individuals and
groups using some rigorous general principles. Mainstream psychology
explores concepts such as perception, cognition, emotion,
phenomenology, motivation, brain functioning, personality, behaviour and
interpersonal relations, while the special branches delve into the realm of
the unconscious mind and related things. (Wikipedia: Retrieved 15/1/14)

Originally studied as part of philosophy in ancient times, psychology
received a great boost as an academic discipline in modern times, after.its
foremost scholar, William James, published his famous book, Pn'nciplt?s of
Psychology in 1890, which laid “the foundations for many c:f thfz questions
that psychologists would explore for years to come” (Wnk_lpef:ha, bid). h

McQuail (2005, p.63) explains the areas of commtfnlcatlon researc
where the social sciences made their mark So<510|08)’ offered I:
functionalist framework of analysis for the mass media through Harlc: .
Lasswell's 1948 model of “who says what to whom, thr?ugh dwtl?e
channel and with what effect?” Information science contl;:jljilr:temedia
second theoretical element key to the dominant par:iiﬁn:hgel;ry %whose
e s g Weaver's. ot Il11’fm1:1namunicatif:.m channels
main concern was the technical efficiency of €© he third theoretica
Qrrying information”. Psychology contributed to

i~ation research
element of the dominant paradigm °f_ early comm:r?::::tal research
through  its “high status of behaviourism and exp




* ' Health and Political Commspi.:
Emerging Trends in Gender, unication ; ‘
354 N Aftice

method, which is based on one version or the other of Stimul,
S

" . ‘res
theory’. | Pon
It is worthy of note that though alternative Paradigms N\

the notion of ‘all-powerful media’ evolved as the fig|g of o ;ha"ﬁngiﬁg
research grew, the dominant paradigm has pot - -umtﬁtign
altogether, as its aims of improving the effectiveness «f S ]ett‘s"'ned

for legitimate enterprises such as advertising or public ; _
much in practice. In McQuail’s (20005, [?.75) words, ‘it fite s On st
contemporary media operation and it meets .the needs
industries, advertisers and publicists’. Thus, Psychology has Provig
of the founding pillars of theory building in communication f‘esearl ;&
Littlejohn (1996, p.123) also shares the view that PSycholq 4.
a key role in the emergence of media theory, which cha
communication researches. He avers that pPsychologica]
appeal to many communication scholars. This is not unco
idea that “though outcome of communication may be socj
individual, making psychological explanations crucial”.

"Nected to his

al, its genesis s

Carl Hovland’s Contributions
Psychologist Carl Hovland has been credited as being one of the foundin
fathers of experimental research on the effects of COMmMmunication, Cyyf
Hovland headed a team of Yale University researchers to conduct a socjyf
psychology study on the conditions under which people were likely to
change ‘their attitudes in response to persuasive media Messages during
the World War II. Known as the Yale Attitude Studies, the study sought
to “lay a groundwork of empirical propositions concerning the
relationships between communication stimuli, audience predisposition,
and opinion change” and to “provide an initial framework for subsequent
theory building” (Griffin, 2000. p-35). The research, which investigated
causes of persuasive variations along the source of the message, the
content of the message and audience characteristics generated much
Interest by bringing to the fore the issue of source credibility which is stil
much an issue in journalism parlance today. :
Beyond its specific findings, Carl Hovland’s Yale Attitude Studies is
significant to the socio-psychological tradition of communication theory
because none of the researchers’ claim was based on faith, but O
Systematic methods (Griffin, 2000, p.36). The study was able to arrivé 3]:
communication truths by carrying out careful, systematic obseﬁ'ﬂ_ﬂ?‘
which was a milestone in communication research. i



@

[ Lazarsfeld's Contributions _

Pal'I | azarsfeld, who was trained in psychological measurement,
all 4 empirical social research methods to establish the validity of
hetween the 1930s and early 1940s (Baran and Davis, 2009, p.30).
(old’s interest in using th.e newly developed social science research
nethods such as SI{WEYS anq field experiments to explore the existence
o *poweFfU| effects’ the m?‘dla was thought to wield as at that time led to
he conduct of his fan?cius Amer:ican V{?ter Studies”, which was aimed at
documenting the media’s power in election .campaigns.

His research endeavour led to the conclusion that “media were not
nearly as powen‘ul as hoped or fe.ared” (ibid). Rather, media audience had
ceveral ways of resisting media influence. Lazarsfeld’s work introduced
the concept of “intervening variables or mediating factors” where
people’s .ttitude to communication messages was said to be shaped by
competing factors of religious ties, family and friends. Though Lazarsfeld
4id not label his work, it has however come to be known as the “limited
offects model”, which is still with us today. Therefore, beyond the study’s
specific findings, Lazarsfeld’s contributions to modern day communication
research cannot be overemphasised, as empiricism In communication
-esearch as we have it today, can still be traced to Lazarsfeld’s “American

Voter Studies’.
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Psychology in Contemporary Communication Research

n the wake of the new age of technology development, psychology and
mass communication continue to interact. In contemporary times, the
budding field of media psychology is gaining grounds, a child of necessity
born out of the proliferation of media technologies, which is raising fears
above hopes about their potential harmful influence. The hardware and -
software development in the world of information and communication
technology is at the heart of media psychology. In-the words of media
Psychologist, Rutledge (2010),

The rapid introduction of technology has triggered reactions,
from that of enthusiasm to distrust... media psychology seeks
to understand the interaction among individuals, groups, society
and technology and make sense out of it so we can make
decisions and go about our lives ‘in the most positive and
Productive way possible.

iMEdia psychology, as part of media studies, seeks to answer
e:tns by looking at technological development, content producer,
Perceptions and user response (ibid). Media psychology is also

Quest
CGnt
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related to Learning Theory which suggests four hypotheses for
understanding the effects of Electronic Media Violence (E!*dV), especially
on children and young persons. They are: Catharsis Hypothesis,
Aggressive  Cues  Hypothesis, Reinforcement  Hypothesis and

Observational Hypothesis.

Audience Characteristics
As noted earlier, the aim of communication Is to create effect on the

receiver or audience. The nature of effect or impact will depend, to a
large extent, on the predisposition of the audience, individually and
collectively. A pioneer communication scholar, Bernard Berelson (1964:
528) defines predisposition as “the social and psychological state of the
audience, or of the member of the audience, at the beginning of the
communication”. Understanding of audience characteristics is therefore
essential “in determining what people see, how they interpret it and what
effect it has upon them” All branches of human communication, including
journalism, advertising, public relations, integrated. marketing
communication, consumer  behaviour, health  communication,
entertainment and instructional media fair, require adequate knowledge
of audience characteristics to ensure maximum desired impact and cost
effectiveness. Accordingly, many classical mass communication theories
and research traditions are derived from scientific studies about audience
characteristics. For example, the initial notion that the media had “a
direct, immediate and powerful” effect on a presumed passive audience,
soon gave way to the Uses and Gratifications Approach, whereby an
active audience, driven by social and psychological needs, choose and use
media and media content for the satisfaction of such needs. Other
theories associated with an active audience include the Selective
Processes, Spiral of Silence, Diffusion of Innovation, Media Dependency,
Technological Determinism, among others.

A_xl§o, there can be no meaningful study of the principles of
adverysmg and consumer behaviour without an understanding of the
thE.OI‘IES of perception, motivation, personality, attitude and persuasion,
which are core to psychology. We shall therefore examine the interfaces

between the above-mentioned psychology-based theories and some
branches of mass communication. ' 4

Interface with Journalism

Journalism is the business of gathering

timely information of public interest, othe
- print and electronic media, which

processing and disseminating
) rwise known as news, via the
Include newspapers, magazines, radio
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celevision and the internet. The selection of the ev

include as news involves judgment of tha news 1.ra|ue1esm:s 'tﬁ i
achieving the most psychological imp oy
findings (e.g. Berelson: 1964) show that

ones. Also, the more interested they are in a subject; the more likely is

such selective attention. In se|ecting news, therefore, editors show bias

for events that have geographical and Psychological proximity for the
audience. The reasoning behind this is that, as the British say, “the fly in

our eyes is more important than the earthquake in China”. Indeed,

psychological nearness is stronger than geographical nearness.

But if the audience members pay attention selectively, they also
perceive selectively. Research shows that people tend to perceive
communication in accordance with their predispositions by evading the
news or message or by distorting it in a favourable direction.

Research over time has established the following relationships
between exposure and perception/misperception, (Berelson and Steiner,
1964):

- Accidental exposure is apt to lead to misperception of the message.

- The more trustworthy, credible or prestigious the communicator is
perceived to be, the less manipulative his intent is considered to be,
and the greater the immediate tendency to accept his conclusions.

- Communication attributed to sources of low credibiliify are
considered more biased and unfair than identical communlcat!an
attributed to sources of high credibility. The audience’s perception
of the source thus tends to influence its interpretation and

acceptance of the content.

| _ | ’ - the
All the above goes to show that the audience members’ perception of
COmmunicator determines the fate of the message.

the quality c'>+f_. life
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broad range of strategies based on social psychological theq
models of behaviour. Most of these strategies have failed tq
desired results but with varying consequences. For example, refusa|

adopt family planning methods results in more babies, while failurae to
adopt HIV/AIDS preventive and management measures results T:r.x
untimely deaths of a nation’s active populations, with dire sociy| a:lg
economic consequences. Development, or lack of it, has been associat 4
with illiteracy, poverty, disease and their psychological concomitants gy,

as attitude. behaviour, cognition, personality and all that.
It was to reduce poverty in the world by half on or before 205

that the United Nations in September 2000 adopted the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). The agenda has eight components ang
several targets to be delivered particularly in the developing areas. They

are.

Fies ang
athiﬁ‘fe

Goal |. Eradication of extreme poverty and hunger

Goal 2. Achievement of universal primary education.

Goal 3. Promoting gender equality and empowerment of women.
Goal 4. Reduction of child mortality | |
Goal 5. Improvement of maternal health

Goal 6. Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

Goal 7. Ensuring environmental sustainability

Goal 8. Developing a global partnership for development

de for measuring
hese debilitating
eed the tot'al

Ever since its inception, MDGs has become the gui
progress made by countries. Because none of t
conditions can be decreed out of existence, they n
commitment of the generality of the citizenry to be elim ot
where health communication comes in, to come up Wwith strateg/es tthe
would address the core issues. Airhihenbuwa et al, (2000:7) identifies k
core heaith communication theories and models of behavioura chang® =
the health belief model, the theory of reasoned action, Learnin
theory, diffusion of innovation and social marketing. Cullen
notes that these theories and models of health behaviour
individual psychology had been effective in certain societies for 3%~ e
certain diseases, although they were not so successful In Stem.?
tide of HIV/AIDS spread in Africa. This clearly calls for ¢
understanding of the African milieu and an interdisciplinary cooF. )
among scholars of communication, psychology, sociology a.l}c'éhté)'(f“a'
Furthermore, health communication scholars are advocati’s " oni
approach rather than purely individual theories IN theP e

= -

-

communication strategies.
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interface with Integrated Marketing Communications
The American Marketing Association (AMA) defines marketing as:

“the process of planning and executing the conception, pricin
promotion and distribution of ideas, goods and ser:«ices ti:

create exchanges that satisfy individual and organizati
objectives.” (Belch and Belch, 2004, p.7). ganizational

Central to marketing is the concept of exchange, involving the giving
and taking of something of value by two parties. But exchange cannot
rake place without communication. 50, and promotion have traditionally
been in the marketing mix. Advertising is famously defined as “any paid
torm of non-personal communication about an organization, product,
service or idea by an identified sponsor” (Belch and Belch, ibid, p.GL2).
Until recently, the promotional function of most organizations,
dominated by mass media advertising, were undertaken as a distinct
enterprise from public relations, sales promotion and direct — marketing.
But in the 1980s companies started seeing the need for a strategic
integration of their promotional tools, hence the birth of Integrated
Marketing Communication (IMC). According to Belch and Belch, ibid,
.9), IMC involves coordinating the various promotional elements and
other activities that communicate with a firm’s customers’, thereby
offering a one-stop shop for a client’s pmmotional needs. The American

Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA) defines IMC as:

A concept of marketing communications planning that
recognizes the added value of a comprehensive plar:i t!'nat
evaluates the strategic roles of 2 variety of f:ommunlcatlon
disciplines — for example, general advertising, direct response,
sales promotion and public relations — and combines Fhesni
disciplines to provide clarity, consistency and maximu

communication impact. (Belch and Belch, ibid).

| . ework of
| Incidentally, all the marketing tools are built on t;le fr::;mpm! to
mainstream  psychology-based theories and models. For

, : marketers
determlne What 'needs the)’ want thEir pl"OdUctS taMsar:z’.s Hierarchy
. rely on the theoretical framework of Abraham [I"1as

nged in
zi Needs. Maslow identified five basic levels i_af humasnfﬂefd;r.zgr:iag
anger of importance as follows: I Physiolog'f-a'f i arlance;
BEIO“ging: 4. Esteem; and 5. Self _actualization.

d m ‘ Kk’
thi rketer must understand that “man must whae

— o P o e

B Tt L T R 5
L T
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Also useful to the marketer of goods and Services
understanding of the Psychoanalytic theory and the develq
Personality, pioneered by Sigmund Freud.

Consumer Behaviour, as a component of the Mass Communicatign
curriculum, is about what makes the buyers of a good or service tq
behave the way he or she does in relation to the product. The study of
Consumer Behaviour involves the study of “what they (consumers) buy,
why they buy it, when they buy it, how they buy it, where they buy it
how often they buy it and how often they use it”. (Schiffman and Kanuk,
1994, p.7). Consumers, on their part, rely on communication, formal and
informal, in making decisions on whether to buy a good or service.
Informal communication is more persuasive than the formal, since the
communicator of the former has nothing to gain buy passing on the
message. But formal (mass mediated) communication, has the advantage
of creating general awareness. Marketers create logos or symbols that
are associated exclusively to their goods or services, which the

consumers instantly recognise. However, logos and symbols linked with
undesirable things will create a backlash.

iS an
PMment o

Summary and Conclusion

Communication is the exchange of ideas between a Sender and
Receiver, and all communication is undertaken with the expectation that
there will be effect. Effect is any change in the receiver’s behaviour as 2

rarely exactly as planned because all audience members are subject t
predispositions, in the form of personality traits, interests, mitudesci
beliefs, mannerisms and idiosyncrasies. Predispositions are SOCia[. -
psychological states of the audience members. Mass communication is the

Mass media. Psych
study of the funct;
tried to examin
pPsychology, by ci
practices. Wa

ology is the academic discipline concerned it ;:]I:
on of the human mind and behaviour. This Cha_Pterand
e the nexus between mass communication an
ting some historical and theoretical fr ameworksmass
explored the contributions of the Pioneere that
» Who came from psychology. It was not minant
the third theoretical element of the dO tus of
Nication research through its high stae'd'ﬂ“
€Xperimental research method, which was :bas- xR
Response Theory.




gr'OUPSr society and technology, and make

ior people to be able to live their lives meaningf
onfusion created by so much diversity. The effectgot;"y‘ -y

JIso explained against the backdrop of Learning Theory

o v camins e e b iy
journalism, & ItOr's use psychological Proximity in selectin
news and the audience also use it in selecting what to read and watch ag
news. With regard to health communication, it was pointed out thai
health communication experts have adopted a broad range of strategies
based on social psychological theories and models. But there is now an
urgent need to find strategies for meeting the targets of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs).

We also saw that Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC),

which is the new trend in the marketing of goods and services, is also
built on the theoretical framework of social psychology.
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