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ABSTRACT
TOWARD A THEORY OF MASS COMMUNICATION PROCESSING POTENTIAL
By

Teresa Mastin

The information made available through the mass media may serve as a valuable
tool in helping individuals improve the conditions of their everyday lives. More
specifically, individuals who are capable of translating the information made available
through the mass media into practical knowledge may use that knowledge to become
involved with issues occurring in their environments.

It is conceivable that individuals who acquire personally relevant knowledge from
the information made available through the mass media will use that information to
enhance their quality of life. In an effort to provide a richer explanation of this
relationship between mass media use and knowledge acquisition, this study examines
individuals’ media use habits in conjunction with their perceived knowledge acquired from
the information made available through the mass media.

The mass communication processing potential was developed to examine this
relationship and is defined as the likelihood that an individual will use information made

available through the mass media to improve the conditions of his or her everyday life.



The concept is comprised of five dimensions: new technology media use, newspaper
media use, radio media use, television media use, and perceived knowledge.

Individuals with low levels of mass communication processing potential more often
had lower education, income, and occupational skill levels. In contrast, individuals with
higher levels of mass communication processing potential more often had higher
education, income, and occupational skill levels.

Though the mass media are pervasive and readily available to most individuals
from all walks of life, the findings of this study suggest that individuals who are less
capable of processing information in general—because they have poor literacy skills and
less prior knowledge about many issues—acquire less knowledge from the information
made available through the mass media.

However, individuals with lower levels of mass communication processing
potential were heavy users of the mass media. Thus, it is suggested that the mass media
make a concerted effort to provide more information in a format that is user friendly to
individuals with limited information processing skills.

This is not to suggest that the mass media are responsible for educating the general
public about the issues of the day, but that they become more cognizant of the need to
provide information in various formats. Success will be realized in this regard when
individuals in possession of limited information processing skills are consistently able to
take information of objective value (e.g., status of the U.S. social security system) from
the mass media and consistently translate it into subjective knowledge (e.g., how the

information applies personally) that helps them improve the conditions of their daily lives.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

The information made available through the mass media may serve as a valuable
resource in helping individuals improve their quality of life. In particular, individuals who
are capable of translating the information made available through the mass media into
practical knowledge may use that information to become involved with issues occurring in
their environments (Alfonso, 1996, Andrews, 1986; Andrews & Withey, 1976; Childers
with Post, 1975; Dervin & Greenberg, 1972; Haywood, 1995; Katzman, 1974, Nowak,
1977, Smith, 1975; Suominen, 1976; Thunberg, Nowak, Rosengren, & Sigurd, 1982).

It is conceivable that individuals who acquire personally relevant knowledge from
the information made available through the mass media will use that information to
enhance their quality of life. In an effort to provide a richer explanation of this
relationship between mass media use and knowledge acquisition, this study examines
individuals’ media use habits in conjunction with their perceived knowledge acquired from
the information made available through the mass media.

The mass communication processing potential concept was developed to examine
this relationship and is defined as the likelihood that an individual will use information
made available through the mass media to improve the conditions of his or her everyday
life. The concept is comprised of five dimensions: new technology media use, newspaper
media use, radio media use, television media use, and perceived knowledge acquired from
mass media use.

The underlying logic of this concept is that individuals who are able to translate

information—made available through the mass media—into personally relevant practical



knowledge are more likely to use that information to become involved with the issues
occurring in their environments. Such involvement could help them improve the
conditions of their everyday lives.

For example, an individual who frequently reads the newspaper might read an
article that discusses renters’ rights. In that article she may learn that under certain
conditions (e.g., landlord’s failure to make major repairs) she has a legal right to withhold
monthly rent payments. If she uses the “for more information” telephone number listed in
the article to obtain procedural information related to her situation, she may then, for
example, use the information to “encourage” her landlord to attend to the major repair in
question. In this scenario, she used information made available through the mass media to
improve a condition of her life.

Receipt of information through the mass media is only one way in which
individuals acquire knowledge for improving the conditions of their everyday lives.
Interpersonal relationships, for instance, serve a notable role in providing individuals with
information they need to function in daily life. In fact, interpersonal communication has
been documented as a most valued resource for individuals who are of lower
socioeconomic status and have limited literacy skills (Childers with Post, 1975; Greenberg
& Dervin, 1970, Nowak, 1977; Suominen, 1976; Weir, 1994).

This study, however, focuses primarily on the mass media’s role in providing
information that can lead to knowledge acquisition. Although individuals’ abilities to
communicate are likely to affect both their habit of sending and receiving information
through the mass media, this study considers primarily their ability to receive information

from the mass media.



No one definition of communication can be satisfactory. Its meaning, therefore, is
usually shaped by the nature of a particular issue, and the context within which the issue is
placed (Chang, 1988; Derrida, 1989; Murphy, 1991). Broadly speaking, in the context of
mass communication, communication is typically examined as either a transfer of signals,
symbols, and signs (Shannon & Weaver, 1949), as a symbolic interaction between and
among individuals (Blumer, 1969), or as a combination of both, whereby the key
components are a sender, a message, and a receiver (Lasswell, 1948).

This study examines communication in regard to the knowledge individuals
perceive they acquire from information made available through the mass media to help
them to improve the conditions of their everyday lives.

Clearly, individuals who receive the information made available through the mass
media will differ in their ability to process the information provided therein. As the level
at which individuals are able to communicate varies, it is logical to conceptualize
individuals’ potential to process the information made available through the mass media as
spanning a continuum rather than a fixed quantity that they either do or do not possess.
Individuals may use the mass media equally (i.e., number of hours, type of media, etc.),
but individuals whose information processing skills are more developed gain more
knowledge from the information provided therein.

In this study, the information made available through the mass media positioned as
being of consequence is that which enables individuals to (a) locate organizations that will
help them resolve problems, (b) wield political power, and (c) take advantage of
opportunities that are available to them as citizens. In other words, it is information that

imparts the knowledge needed to acquire a share of the standard American dream as



opposed to information whose end result is merely entertainment (Childers with Post,
1975; Weir, 1994).

This is in no way meant to belittle the value of the contemporary practice of using
entertainment to educate and encourage viewers to practice a form of responsible behavior
(i.e., writing into scripts safe-sex practices, hazards of teen smoking and drinking, etc.).
However, this study is primarily concerned with individuals’ mass media use that
encourages involvement with issues that occur in their larger environment (e.g.,
community) as opposed to issues related to personal and interpersonal behaviors.

This study proposes that individuals who can translate the information made
available through the mass media into personally useful knowledge are better able to stay
abreast of and interact with issues and opportunities that occur in their immediate and
extended environments. As a result, these individuals may perceive they have a higher
quality of life.

In contrast, individuals who are less capable of translating the information made
available through the mass media into personally useful knowledge are less likely to use
this information to stay abreast of and interact with issues and opportunities occurring in
their environments. As a result, they are less likely to get involved with the issues in their
environments, which may serve to diminish their quality of life.

The nature of certain mass media creates constraints that prevent detailed coverage
of issues. As a result, individuals who have prior knowledge about the issues covered in
the mass media are often better able to acquire knowledge from the provided information
(Browne-Miller, 1994). Of course, this assumes that at least some of the information

made available through the mass media is perceived by the individuals receiving it to be of



value. However, media use research studies suggest that this is not always a true
assumption, especially as far as disadvantaged communicators are concerned (Nowak,
1977; Suominen, 1976).

Messages sent through the mass media are most often produced by professional
communicators (i.e., employees of media organizations, advertisers, artists, politicians,
etc.). As such, an unequal relationship can exist between senders and receivers of mass
media as the “. . . sender usually has more prestige, power, resources, expertise and
authority than the receiver” (McQuail, 1994, p. 37).

This condition becomes a matter of concern when one considers research studies
which indicate that individuals of lower socioeconomic status, as compared to individuals
of higher socioeconomic status, often acquire less knowledge from the information made
available through the mass media (Childers with Post, 1975, Dervin & Greenberg, 1972).
This issue of unequal knowledge acquisition across social groups began to receive
considerable attention in the 1960s from both poverty researchers (Allen, 1970; Herzog,
1963; Miller, 1970; Rainwater, 1970), and communication researchers (Childers with
Post, 1975; Dervin & Greenberg, 1972; Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970).

Extensive studies of disadvantaged communicators revealed that, in general,
individuals of lower socioeconomic status typically acquire less knowledge from
information distributed through the mass media (Greenberg & Dervin, 1970). They were
also reported to have limited interaction with information resources located outside their
immediate “subculture,” which served to place them in an “information void” (Childers

with Post, 1975, p.33). That many individuals of lower socioeconomic status have poor



literacy skills contributes further to this information void (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997,
Hammad, & Mullholand, 1992; Mayer, 1997; Williams, et al., 1995).

As a result, individuals of lower socioeconomic status tend to acquire less
knowledge from information distributed through the traditional mass media (i.e.,
newspapers, radio, and television) that are, for all practical purposes, equally available for
everyoné. Past research studies indicate that a primary reason for this uneven knowledge
acquisition is that individuals of lower socioeconomic status, as a group, are more likely to
have less developed communication skills, and, therefore, are less able to process the
information made available through the mass media (Childers with Post, 1975; Greenberg
& Dervin, 1970). As a result, they gravitate toward the mass media that require minimal
information processing skills, which also provide less information that leads to knowledge.

This study attempts to extend this theme of mass media use research by
identifying, explicating, and measuring the variables that determine individuals’ mass
communication processing potential. An identification of these variables is important
because they are believed to affect individuals’ ability and desire to interact with
information made available through the mass media that could aid their improving the
conditions of their daily lives.

Traditional mass media use studies have provided a better understanding of
individuals’ media use, primarily as a function of their socioeconomic status, level of
education, or both. Knowing which mass media individuals use is valuable; however, a
next important step is to examine how individuals’ ability to process information
influences their mass media use. That is, it is important to examine mass media use as a

function of individuals’ ability to process information.



An examination of mass media use in regard to individuals’ mass communication
processing potential is important because traditional mass communication systems (i.e.,
newspapers, radio, television) are ubiquitous, readily available to most individuals from all
walks of life, and therefore, can potentially serve to provide a diverse group of individuals

with information that can be used to improve their quality of life.

Traditional Mass Media Research

Traditional mass media are: print (newspapers, news services and syndicates,
magazines, book publishing); radio and recording; and electronic and film (television,
cable television, video, photographic and graphic communications). In regard to
knowledge acquisition, all things being equal, print media is superior to electronic media.
In particular, researchers have found that individuals remember more (Browne, 1978,
Furnham, Benson, & Gunter, 1987, Furnham & Gunter, 1989; Furnham, Procter, &
Gunter, 1988) and acquire more knowledge (Williams, Paul, & Ogilvy, 1957; Wilson,
1974) from print-based materials.

Several explanations are offered for the primacy of print (a) printed materials can
go into much more detail than can electronic-based media (e.g., television and radio), and
(b) individuals can pace themselves when interacting with print-based media
(Gunter,1987). Moreover, individuals are more cognitively involved when reading print
media, and, therefore, acquire more knowledge about a particular topic when they are
interacting with print-based media (Culbertson, Evarts, Richard, Sandell, & Stempel,

1994; Rubin, 1993).



Furthermore, individuals who have a preference for print-based mass media
interact with them regularly, and when interacting with them make a conscious effort to
do so (Bogart, 1981, McLuhan,1964). This is in contrast with individuals’ manner of
interacting with electronic-based mass media, which provide little detail and do not
demand individuals’ full attention (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986, Tan, 1981, Webster &
Wakshlag, 1983).

Whereas print-based mass media provide individuals with more information that
can be translated into knowledge than do electronic-based mass media, electronic-based
mass media maintain an important role of providing awareness (Culbertson, Evarts,
Richard, Sandell, & Stempel, 1994). This is not to suggest, however, that all print-based
media promote knowledge acquisition. For example, magazines have been categorized as
either information-rich or entertainment focused (Towers & Hartung, 1983, cited in
Payne, Severn, & Dozier, 1988), and as either environmental diversion, environmental
surveillance, or environmental interaction (Payne, Severn, & Dozier, 1988). Thus, when
investigating individuals’ print media use, it is important to identify which print media they
use because the goal of some print media is entertainment, not knowledge acquisition.

Additionally, mass media use research studies indicate that individuals frequently
choose mass media based on the topic and type of information they are seeking. In
particular, individuals more often use television to gain awareness of issues, and
newspapers to acquire a better understanding of local issues and complex information
(Culbertson et al., 1994; Reagan, Pinkleton, Aaronson, & Chen, 1995; Reagan, 1996,

Stempel, 1973).



Nonetheless, individuals who are actively seeking information gain more
knowledge regardless of the medium used, which suggests that a high level of interest
leads to knowledge acquisition no matter the information source accessed (Chaffee &
Schleuder, 1986; Culbertson & Stempel, 1986; Garramone, 1984, 1985; Rubin, 1993).

Such findings led Reagan et al. (1995) and Reagan (1996) to argue that it is
unwise to consider individuals as either television-oriented or newspaper-oriented.
Individuals tend to use both, especially as their interests about a particular topic increase.
The more interested individuals are in a particular topic, the more sources they seek out to
learn about the topic.

Interestingly, individuals’ mass media use for the purpose of obtaining news and
general information does not appear to have changed drastically in lieu of the recent
emergence of several new media (i.e., the Internet, talk radio, TV magazines, etc.). Ina
national general population study that investigated the mass media individuals most often
used to obtain news, Stempel and Hargrove (1996) presented respondents with 11 mass
media choices (i.e., local TV news, network TV news, daily newspapers, radio news, news
magazines, TV magazine, radio talk shows, grocery store tabloids, political magazines,
Internet, and on-line service). They found that most individuals used traditional mass
media to obtain news (i.e., local television news, network television news, newspapers,
radio news, and news magazines).

As indicated in the foregoing brief review of mass media use research, studies on
this topic typically examine either individuals’ mass media use, the level of knowledge they
acquire from various mass media, the types of information they gain from various mass

media, or their preference for various mass media over time. Research studies conducted
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on this topic have not considered individuals’ mass media use as a function of their ability
to process the information made available through the mass media.

For example, it is commonly assumed that individuals who are of lower
socioeconomic status and have lower levels of education gravitate toward the electronic
media (Culbertson et al., 1994; Culbertson & Stempel, 1986; Stempel & Hargrove, 1996,
Miller & Reese, 1982; Robinson & Levy, 1996). Nonetheless, no overt attempts have
been made to examine how individuals’ ability to process information might be driving

that preference.

Socioeconomic Status

Individuals’ socioeconomic status influences their educational experiences, which
in turn affects their ability to communicate. The level at which individuals are able to
communicate affects their ability to process the information made available through the
mass media. Specifically, a review of research studies regarding social status and mass
media use, spanning a 15-year period, found that social status influenced “media
preference, media use, comprehension of media content, prior knowledge of topics
covered by the media, reading level, range of vocabulary, perceived value of education,
performance in school, family interaction, interaction within local communication, interest
in lifelong education, interest in politics, contact with decision makers” (Nowak, 1977, p.
231).

One of two reasons are usually given to explain why individuals of lower
socioeconomic status frequently acquire less knowledge from information made available

through the mass media: (a) they have difficulty understanding the information as it is
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presented, or (b) much of the information provided is of little interest to them (Childers
with Post, 1975, Dervin & Greenberg, 1972; Nowak 1977; Suominen, 1976).

As a result, information that is made available through the mass media to aid many
individuals often benefits only those who are of higher socioeconomic status as they more
often possess the communication skills needed to process the information (see Haywood,
1995; Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970).

Individuals of lower socioeconomic status are more likely to seek out the
electronic media (i.e., television, radio) as information resources (Miller & Reese, 1982,
Rubin & Rubin, 1985; Rubin, 1993; Schatzman & Strauss, 1955). Compared to print
media, electronic media are less able to provide understanding, new concepts or aid the
interpretation of information (Wade & Schramm, 1969).

In addition, lower socioeconomic status individuals’ high reliance on television,
radio, and interpersonal relationships for information often places them in an “information
void,” which prevents them from gaining the knowledge they need to make wise decisions.
Print media, on the other hand, the preferred media choice of individuals of higher
socioeconomic status, provide understanding, new concepts, and aid recipients in
interpreting information (Childers with Post, 1975; Wade & Schramm, 1969).

Individuals’ socioeconomic status exerts a powerful influence on the development
of their ability to communicate as the beliefs and values promoted in a social structure
influence both what members of the structure perceive as important and their
communication experiences. Substantial differences exist among social classes in the area
of communication patterns. These differences appear to be a function of individuals’ usual

way of communicating (Schatzman & Strauss, 1955).
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Specifically, not only do individuals of lower socioeconomic status acquire less
knowledge from the information made available through the mass media, they also have
difficulty relaying the knowledge they do secure. These individuals rarely find themselves
in situations that require them to communicate for a purpose of imparting specific, detailed
information to those who do not share their immediate world of experiences.

In contrast, individuals of higher socioeconomic status frequently communicate in
situations in which it is necessary that they communicate for a purpose of imparting
understanding to others. This seems to indicate that individuals of lower socioeconomic
status may have difficulty translating, into practical knowledge, information made available
through the mass media.

Likewise, the education level individuals have obtained is a strong predictor of
their ability to understand communication messages made available through the mass
media. This is so because a purpose of higher education is to guide individuals in the
development of their analytical skills. Such skills enable them to translate the information
made available through the mass media into practical knowledge.

Miyo (1983) offered four reasons why individuals with higher levels of education
acquire more knowledge from information distributed through the mass media: they have
(a) better communication skills, (b) more stored information, (c) more relevant social

contacts, and (d) better retention of information than less-educated individuals.
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Education

Higher socioeconomic status, by definition, usually implies a high level of
education. The level of education individuals achieve subsequently affects both the
employment positions and income levels for which they qualify. Likewise, individuals’
educational experiences affect the development of their ability to communicate. Although
education is not synonymous with higher levels of mass communication processing
potential, typically the more education individuals acquire, the more they develop their
communication skills. Furthermore, when individuals develop their analytical skills, they
usually begin to prefer the mass media that require the use of those skills (Culbertson &
Stempel, 1986, Hammad & Mulholland, 1992).

For example, a study that included a group of individuals who received public
television signals (i.e., public broadcasting service) in their homes in 1973 found that 24
percent of the individuals who had a grade-school education, 35 percent of the individuals
who had a high-school education, and 49 percent of the individuals who had a college
education watched educational programming at least once a week (Bower, 1973). These
statistics support an assumption of the knowledge gap hypothesis, which proposed that
the mass media are oriented toward the more educated groups in society (Donohue,
Tichenor, & Olien, 1975; Olien, Donohue, & Tichenor, 1983; Tichenor, Donohue, &
Olien, 1970).

Clearly, individuals’ preference for particular mass media, their socioeconomic

status, and their level of education are related.
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Study Overview

This chapter introduces the mass communication processing potential concept and
traces its emergence from mass media use research. The relationship between mass
communication processing potential and quality of life is examined within the context of
the impact that comes about as a result of individuals’ socioeconomic status and
educational experiences.

In other words, mass communication processing potential is likely to be a
significant predictor of quality of life as individuals in possession of a high level of mass
communication processing potential are more likely to be aware of, and have the
communication skills needed to interact with, the issues and opportunities occurring in
their environments. As a result, they are likely to acquire more knowledge from the
information made available through the mass media.

Chapter 2, the literature review, begins with a historical account of the original
communication potential concept and examines the study’s primary independent (i.e., mass
communication processing potential, socioeconomic status, locus of control orientation,
and community and political involvement) and dependent (i.e., quality of life) variables.

Chapter 3 discusses the method used to examine the proposed research questions
and hypotheses. Chapter 4 presents the results, and Chapter 5 follows with a discussion of

the findings and conclusions.



Chapter 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Communication Potential

The concept of communication potential originated from research commissioned
by the Swedish government during the early 1970s. The Committee for Future-Oriented
Research conducted studies that focused primarily on human problems associated with
information and communication as perceived from the vantage point of underprivileged
communicators, who were described as individuals who have difficulty communicating
within their environment (Thunberg, Nowak, Rosengren, & Sigurd, 1982).

For example, underprivileged communicators often have difficulty processing and
understanding certain types of information, such as what factors to consider when
deciding on a major purchase, the function of various social service agencies, how to
evaluate the credentials of repair services, or an understanding of the rights that are
synonymous with citizenship. As a result, the quality of their lives could be adversely
affected.

Although the primary researchers (Thunberg, Nowak, Rosengren, & Sigurd, 1982)
did not define communication potential, they noted that individuals’ communication
potential is a “function of structural factors, positional factors, and individual factors, as
well as the interplay among them” (p. 61). Their study focused on the inequality of
communication. Individuals were perceived as having free will, and, therefore, in need of
possessing a strong hand in organizing and controlling their lives, in order to establish and

nurture a positive identity with others. If such an environment is to exist, society must be
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structured in a way that encourages and supports this development (Thunberg et al.,
1982).

In particular, the structure of a society should be conducive for its citizens to
benefit from a core set of six basic values. Three of the values are experiential:
experiencing (a) “self-esteem and self reliance,” (b) “a sense of belonging and communion
with one’s fellows,” and (c) “solidarity with the society of which one is a part.” The other
three values are influence based: influencing (d) “one’s personal life situation,” (€) “one’s
immediate surroundings,” and (f) “the society of which one is a part” (Thunberg, et al.,
1982, p. 48).

The common element of each of these experiential and influencing values is that
they are largely dependent on individuals’ ability to communicate. The resources and
preconditions individuals begin with obviously exert a tremendous influence on their
chances of being able to experience and influence their environment optimally. There is a
positive correlation between number of resources and individuals’ quality of life as
determined by their ability to participate with and influence events that occur in their
environments.

This being said, individuals’ resources are not necessarily equally weighted (Brady,
Verba, & Schlozman, 1995; Sharp, 1980; Strawn, 1994, Verba, Schlozman, Brady, & Nie,
1993). This can be seen, for example, by considering several important resources—
money, time, and energy. An individual who has substantial discretionary income can opt
to hire someone to complete certain tasks so that she might have more free time for other

activities. In contrast, an underprivileged person having minimal money, time, or energy
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might be unable to take advantage of even those societal opportunities available to her as a
result of her citizenship.

This perspective suggests, for example, that if a state senator were to host a
district meeting for all residents for the purpose of discussing an issue that might affect the
quality of life of underprivileged citizens living in a particular area located within the
district, they would be the least likely to attend the meeting. Continuing this scenario, the
senator might present a proposal that considers the construction of a public housing
development adjacent to an upper-middle-class neighborhood. Individuals of lower
socioeconomic status would not only benefit from housing, but they would also have
access to the wealth of public goods that are generally located in more prosperous
neighborhoods.

However, in principle, research indicates that individuals of lower socioeconomic
status would not usually be the citizens attending the meetings to share how such an
investment would enhance their lives. Instead, it would typically be the residents of upper-
middle-class neighborhoods fearful of “undesirable elements” and decreased property
value who would attend the meeting for a purpose of sharing how the quality of their lives
might be adversely affected (Adams, 1972; Hammad & Mulholland, 1992; Newton, 1988;
Saegert & Winkel, 1996; Strawn, 1994; Weir, 1994).

The primary difference between the two groups is that one group has advanced
communication skills, and the benefits that result from them. The ability to communicate,
whether it be in a written, spoken, or organizational form clearly is of tremendous benefit

in enabling individuals to positively experience and influence their environments, which is
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also likely to determine if they will take specific actions to affect the conditions of their
everyday lives.

It is this line of reasoning that caused Thunberg et al. (1982) to identify the social
structure of a given society as either enhancing or hampering individuals’ communication
potential. The researchers named a society’s communication technical infrastructure,
economic, and socio-political structures as determining individuals’ communication
potential. Simply, individuals’ capacity to communicate is further influenced by the
characteristics of the social structure in which they reside, their position within the social
structure, and their personal characteristics. As illustrated in Table 1, individuals’ ability
to communicate is either enhanced or hampered by the nature of a societal structure, their
position in the society, and their individual characteristics. The information provided in
Table 1 suggests that individuals who are of low socioeconomic status and also have
minimal literacy skills often have few communication prerogatives.

To address issues of communication inequality, Thunberg et al. (1982) outlined a
plan of action that included an examination of the role of family, education, employment,
politics, and media in developing individuals’ communication potential. They stated a
short-term goal of launching an active conversation regarding the individual’s right to
communicate—present and future. Toward that end, Thunberg et al. (1982) shared with
researchers their perspectives of how communication potential might be most effectively
approached based on their examination of a Scandinavian welfare-state policy established
to “abolish economic, political, and social injustices” that result from individuals’ inability

to communicate effectively within their environments (p. 7).
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Table 1

The Communicative Prerogatives of Selected Actors

Parti-
cipants Officer
Pupils ina Chair-  Doctor Judge com-
Communicative ina meeting person  examining in manding
prerogatives classroom (unchaired)  Teacher patient Court troops
The right to listen Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
To talk about what —_ Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
one pleases
To demand others’ —_ — Yes Yes Yes Yes
comments
To demand answers — — — Yes Yes Yes
toone’s own
questions
To decline to answer — — — — Yes Yes
others’ questions
Not to listen — — — — — Yes
Number of
communicative
prerogatives 1 2 3 4 5 6

From Thunberg et al. (1982) p. 62.

The results of their review led to a long-term goal “to improve the ability of the
individual to safeguard his or her interests with the aid of language or other means of
communication, and to protect the individual against authoritarian and hierarchic
information systems” (Thunberg et al., 1982, p. 7).

Although Thunberg et al. (1982) introduced the concept of communication
potential in the early 1980s, there has been minimal research surrounding the topic since
(Nowak, 1997). Nevertheless, the concept continues to be worthy of examination. The
volume of research associated with the empowerment construct (Perkins & Zimmerman,

1995; Saegert & Winkel, 1996; Strawn, 1994; Weir, 1994) that has flourished during the
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past two decades can be seen as an attempt to address similar needs of disadvantaged
communicators as those posed by Thunberg et al. (1982). However, as a whole,
empowerment research is not concerned with communication and information issues but
rather with linking individuals with their larger social and political environments (Perkins
& Zimmerman, 1995). It seems logical to propose, however, that individuals’ mass
communication processing potential would naturally play a crucial role in their being able
to effectively interact within their social and political environments (Saegert & Winkel,
1996). In other words, minus the ability to process the information made available in their
social and political environments, individuals cannot become empowered.

Clearly, it is crucial that individuals’ mass communication processing potential be
examined in regard to their use of communication and information for a purpose of
navigating in their environments, especially as the western world continues to become
increasingly entrenched as an information-driven society (Haywood, 1995; Hundt, 1996,
1997, Katzman, 1974). In this regard, individuals who are incapable of interacting with
information made available through the mass media are less likely to be able to take an

active role in their environments.

General Mass Media Use

Individuals must have access to the mass media if they are to make use of the
information provided therein. Without firsthand exposure to the mass media, individuals
cannot use the information provided therein to improve their everyday lives.

For example, some rural areas do not have access to cable television, therefore,

individuals residing in those areas cannot benefit from the information distributed solely
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through cable television systems. Similarly, some individuals have access to cable
television, but choose not to subscribe to the service for various reasons (e.g., can’t afford
the subscription fee, don’t feel a need for the programming, etc.).

This study examines a population residing in a limited geographic area to ensure
that all respondents essentially have equal access to the same mass media. The mass
media individuals use affect their level of mass communication processing potential. In
particular, print-based mass media have been reported to provide individuals with more
knowledge than electronic-based mass media (Culbertson, Evarts, Richard, Sandell, &
Stempel, 1994, Furnham & Gunter, 1989; Williams, Paul, & Ogilvy, 1957; Wilson, 1974).

For example, two individuals may have access to both a newspaper and a television
report that covers the same event associated with an issue. All things being equal, if the
individuals could choose only one of the two media from which to learn about the event—
and one chooses newspaper and the other chooses television—typically the individual who
chooses to interact with the print medium would acquire more knowledge from the
information provided therein than would the individual who chooses to interact with the
television report (Furnham & Gunter, 1989).

Hundreds of mass media use studies have considered individuals’ mass media use
primarily as a function of their socioeconomic status or level of education; however, media
use studies have not typically looked beyond those variables to determine underlying
factors associated with socioeconomic status that drive mass media use preferences.

Individuals who live in higher socioeconomic status social structures learn to
communicate in formal ways in an almost unconscious manner as they have access to more

diverse public and private goods that aid their ability to communicate (Adams, 1972;
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Benabou, 1996, Brady, Verba, & Schlozman, 1995; Newton, 1988; Verba, Schlozman,
Brady, & Nie, 1993).

In contrast, individuals who are members of lower socioeconomic status groups
tend to possess fewer of the communication skills that lead to power in the public affairs
social system because their societal structural environments more often have a shortage of
the public and private goods that serve to enhance communication skills (Benabou, 1996;
Childers with Post, 1975; Dervin & Greenberg, 1972, Nowak, 1977; Suominen, 1976,
Weir, 1994).

That is, the information that is readily available to most individuals of lower
socioeconomic status is not of the type that “help[s] you get to the proper source of help,
wield your political power, demand your entitlements—the information that imparts the
knowledge needed to secure a share of the standard American dream . . .” (Childers with
Post, 1975, p. 34). Further hampering the information needs of disadvantaged
communicators is their heavy reliance on television for information. Television typically
provides information that relates to wants as compared to print media, which more often
provide information that tells people how to achieve (Wade & Schramm,1969).

Nowak (1977), in sharing the results of the efforts of several Nordic countries to
provide their citizens with equality of information, noted the lack of importance that
individuals of lower socioeconomic status, as compared to individuals of higher
socioeconomic status, appeared to place on civic information. Nowak’s (1977) findings
were in agreement with Suominen’s (1976) study, which reported that most respondents
in a study designed to examine their information needs had a desire for information that

affected their daily lives (e.g., old-age pension, dinner recipes, etc., p. 116). Especially
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telling was Suominen’s (1976) finding that individuals of lower socioeconomic status did
not express a need for information generally perceived by society as being important. For
example, individuals of lower socioeconomic status did not express a subjective need for
information about their government.

Suominen (1976) went on to report that informational inequalities seem to be a
function of economic and social inequality as social groups who are passive in general are
also passive information recipients. Simply, the objective need of information appears to
be greatest where other basic social and economic needs are also less satisfied. The mass
media seem to contribute to this information inequality.

In particular, the media typically use language and terminology that is familiar to
higher socioeconomic status groups; and the media have a tendency to talk about issues in
abstract terms. As such, much of the information distributed by the mass media is
meaningful only to those who have substantial prior knowledge about the issues being
discussed (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986; Culbertson & Stempel, 1986; Miyo, 1983; Olien,
Donohue, & Tichenor, 1983;Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970; Williams & Ogilvy,
1957).

Therefore, it appears that disadvantaged communicators are less likely to be aware
of information that could enable them to enhance the quality of their lives, and they are
less likely to know which mass media to use to obtain such information. Merely having
access to the mass media does not mean that individuals will either access the information
or that they have the communication skills needed to translate the information into

knowledge.
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However, several research studies indicate that having access to a wider range of
information helps individuals stay better informed. Chaffee & Wilson (1977) found that
individuals who had access to more mass media systems acquired more information about
issues and opportunities that affected their lives. In contrast, individuals who have access
to a narrower range of information through mass media systems are more often less aware
of issues and opportunities that take place in their environment (Chaffee & Wilson, 1977,
Golding & Murdock, 1986; Haywood, 1995; Murdock & Golding, 1989).

In particular, individuals residing in “media rich” communities as compared to
“media poor” communities gave more diverse answers in response to a “most important
problem facing the country” question (Chaffee & Wilson, 1977). Similarly, Allen &
Izcaray (1988) found that individuals who lived in media-rich environments were able to
identify more of the problems that existed in their region and country.

It seems logical that residing in environments that provide access to multiple
information resources positively affects individuals’ mass communication processing
potential, especially for those individuals who have the communication skills needed to
interact with a wide range of informational resources. However, choosing to use available
resources is a personal decision, and individuals of lower socioeconomic status are less
likely to take advantage of a wide range of available information resources as they more
often have limited information processing skills (Nowak, 1977, Suominen, 1976, Weir,
1994; Williams et al., 1995).

As a result, their “information universe is a closed system” as most of the
information that comes from outside their inmediate environment is one-way information

communication flow, via the mass media. Moreover, even the opinion leaders of
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disadvantaged communities have limited information, as compared to opinion leaders of
privileged communities, because natural community barriers prevent them from accessing
all the information available to those outside their communities (Childers with Post, 1975,
p. 32).

Obviously it is impossible to acquire knowledge from information when you are
unaware of its existence. In an examination of relationships that exist between new
communication technologies and the distribution of information in a society, Katzman
(1974) offered several propositions that provide an understanding of the implications of
these relationships. Of particular interest in regard to the mass communication processing
concept was Katzman’s (1974) proposition which stated, “With the adoption of a new
communication technology, people who already have higher levels of information and
ability will gain more than people with lower initial levels” (p. 50).

In particular, Katzman (1974) noted that individuals who have more money are
better able to purchase new technologies, and children who are enrolled in the schools of
wealthier school districts more often have firsthand exposure to advanced communication
technologies. Thus, prior knowledge and skills cannot be emphasized enough as they
enable individuals to acquire additional skills and knowledge. Sometimes technical
knowledge is needed, and at other times higher levels of literacy are needed. Such
advantages are more important than personal ability (Katzman, 1974).

The power of initial advantage can be seen in reviewing data associated with the
children’s television program Sesame Street. Specifically, advantaged children watched
Sesame Street more often than did disadvantaged children. Of great encouragement was

that when disadvantaged children watched as often as did the advantaged children, the
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knowledge gap between the two groups of children—in regard to information provided in
the programs—failed to widen (Ball & Bogatz, 1970).

Past research studies indicate that an investigation of individuals’ mass
communication processing potential should consider why individuals use a particular mass
medium. That is, it is possible that individuals who possess lower levels of mass
communication processing potential are hindered more by the mass media they choose to
use than by the mass media they can physically access.

In other words, individuals’ general mass media use is most likely a function of
their ability to process the information provided therein as opposed to their not having
access to particular mass media. For example, individuals with low literacy skills may
choose an electronically based media because it is the media that is easiest for them to
understand. If so, they are doubly disadvantaged as their limited communication skills
force them to rely on a family of media that provides awareness as opposed to
understanding.

Furthermore, these individuals may know that print media provide more
information, but if they do not have the skills needed to translate the information into
knowledge (e.g., certain vocabulary level, prior knowledge) that is of practical value in
their daily lives, the level of knowledge they can acquire from print-based media is
restricted. Consequently, the mass media’s availability to them is less important than their
inability to acquire knowledge from the information provided therein.

Therefore, it is important to consider the relationship that exists between the mass

media individuals use and their reasons for using particular mass media.



The mass media individuals use to obtain information affects the amount of

knowledge they acquire. If individuals are to acquire knowledge from mass
communication systems, they must understand that different mass media provide different
levels of information. Therefore, in this study, the specific mass media individuals use to
obtain information about issues that occur in specified geographic areas is examined

(i.e., international and national, state and local).

Print-based mass media provide more in-depth information and electronic-based
mass media provide awareness. Still, having an awareness of the types of information
typically gained from specific mass media is of minimal value if individuals are incapable of
acquiring knowledge from the information provided therein.

In this study, perceived knowledge is defined as the level of understanding
individuals perceive they acquire from information made available through the mass media.
For example, it is safe to assume that individuals who possess both higher and lower levels
of mass communication processing potential have fairly equal access to newspapers.
Nevertheless, individuals with advanced literacy skills are likely to acquire more
knowledge from information provided in newspapers for two reasons. First, they are
more likely to use newspapers as a source of information. Second, they are more likely to
have the communication skills needed to acquire knowledge from the information
provided in newspapers.

In contrast, mass media research indicates that individuals with low literacy skills
often turn to electronic mass media because they cannot successfully interact with text

(Browne-Miller, 1994; Childers with Post, 1975; Dervin & Greenberg, 1972).
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Unfortunately, they acquire less knowledge from electronic based mass media as many of
these systems are structured primarily to create awareness as opposed to providing
information that leads to knowledge gain.

Browne-Miller (1994) proposed that it is incorrect to portray knowledge as being
synonymous with intelligence. To clarify her perspective she divided intellectual
competence into two basic categories: (a) material knowledge, commonly known as
“expertise” or book learning, and (b) control skill or “control knowledge,” which is how
individuals use their book learning. Based on this distinction, the process of thinking is
more important than the actual material content because the process determines how
individuals evaluate and apply the information with which they interact (Browne-Miller,
1994).

Control knowledge is a close relative of critical thinking. Critical thinking is the
product of an element of intelligence which “involve[s] the mental process, strategies, and
representations that people use to solve problems or make decisions” (Ryder, 1994, p.
210). Three elements are necessary for successful critical thinking: the ability (a) to draw
upon background information, (b) to obtain or derive meaning from diverse sources of
information, and (c) to recognize or generate objectives that direct attention and regulate
thinking (Ryder & Graves, 1994).

Individuals apply critical thinking strategies when they use their existing
knowledge and available information to further their understanding about a particular
topic. “Critical thinking does not demand a complex array of learned skills, but

competence in whatever you are thinking about” (Smith, 1990, p. 103). Thus, it is
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important that individuals acquire control knowledge as it affects the level of
understanding they acquire from information (DiSessa, 1979).

Both expertise and control knowledge are needed if individuals are to reach a high

level of mass communication processing potential. Individuals who practice control

knowledge have learned how to learn, think about, and use information effectively. Once
individuals master this process of interacting with newly presented information, their
ability to learn from new information increases substantially because, in effect, they are
drawing from a well-developed knowledge base (Browne-Miller, 1994; Ryder, 1994;
Ryder & Graves, 1994; Smith, 1990).

Smith’s (1990) conceptualization of critical thinking and Browne-Miller’s (1994)
rendering of control knowledge provide insight into the skills individuals need if they are
to acquire knowledge from newly presented information. In particular, individuals are
able to learn new information: if they (a) understand the new information, (b) remember
the information, and (c) are able to effectively use the information in the future (Bransford,
Stein, Shelton, & Owings, 1981). Individuals who practice these skills acquire more
knowledge from written texts because they are in the habit of comparing newly presented
information with knowledge they already have on the issue, which strengthens their overall
understanding about the issue.

Thus, individuals who have learned to use control knowledge and critical thinking
skills are more likely to have higher levels of mass communication processing potential as
they have learned to think beyond the actual information presented to them about a

particular issue. In contrast, individuals who have less developed communication skills are
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more likely to perceive presented information as isolated facts (Bransford et al., 1981;
Browne-Miller, 1994; Ryder, 1994; Ryder & Graves, 1994; Smith 1990).

As a result, they are less likely to connect newly presented information with their
existing knowledge about a particular issue. Thus, newly presented information adds little
to their knowledge base. Because they acquire less knowledge from newly presented
information, they fail to enhance their knowledge about the particular issue being
discussed, and are more likely to be in possession of lower levels of mass communication
processing potential. This line of reasoning suggests that individuals who more often
choose print media have learned to employ control knowledge and critical thinking skills.
Therefore, they will perceive that they acquire more knowledge from information provided
through the mass media.

In an effort to explain how different levels of knowledge influence understanding,
Park (1940) defined knowledge in terms of “acquaintance with” and “knowledge about”
an issue or opportunity. Acquaintance-with knowledge is knowledge that individuals
acquire as a result of personal and firsthand experiences in their environment—common
sense. In contrast, knowledge-about knowledge is that which is “formal, rational, and
systematic. It is based on observation and fact but on fact that has been checked, tagged,
regimented, and finally ranged in perspective, according to the purpose and point of view
of the investigator. Knowledge-about knowledge is formal knowledge; that is to sayj, it is
knowledge that has achieved some degree of exactness and precision by the substitution of
ideas for concrete reality and of words for things” (Park, 1940, p. 672).

Park (1940) noted that knowledge-about knowledge and acquaintance-with

knowledge “are distinct forms of knowledge—forms having different functions in the lives
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of individuals and of society—rather than knowledge of the same kind but of different
degrees of accuracy and validity” (pp. 674-675).

The type of knowledge individuals are accustomed to using in their daily
communication acts influences the amount of understanding they gain from information.
This manner of presenting information in a knowledge-about-knowledge format provides
insight into how knowledge gaps (Nowak, 1977, Suominen, 1976, Tichenor, Donohue, &
Olien,1970) that exist between individuals of different socioeconomic status groups are
often reinforced by the mass media. That is, individuals of higher socioeconomic status
groups are more likely to be in possession of knowledge-about knowledge, and, therefore,
are more likely to acquire knowledge from information presented in a knowledge-about
knowledge formats, which is the common presentation format used by many mass
communication systems.

In contrast, individuals of lower socioeconomic status are more often in possession
of acquaintance-with knowledge, and as a result are less likely to acquire the same level
of knowledge from information made available through mass communication systems.

The mass media, then, seem to reinforce and/or increase information knowledge gaps
(Childers with Post, 1975; Dervin & Greenberg, 1972; Donohue, Tichenor, & Olien,
1975; Gaziano, 1983; Olien, Donohue, & Tichenor, 1983; Park, 1940; Tichenor,
Donohue, & Olien, 1970).

Still, knowledge-about knowledge has its advantages as it allows many individuals
to engage in discussions about issues and opportunities using an agreed upon terminology
(Park, 1940). However, this manner of interacting with information also serves to exclude

individuals from conversations. In particular, individuals who are not conversant in the
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terminology used to engage in conversations about an issue or opportunity cannot benefit
from subsequent conversations (Katzman, 1974).

In such situations, individuals who may have a great deal of understanding that
emerges from real-life experiences—acquaintance-with knowledge—would not be capable
of conversing about a particular issue using the terminology agreed upon by respondents
in possession of knowledge-about knowledge. Taking this scenario a step further, even if
a new communication technology (i.e., the Internet, electronic bulletin boards, electronic
mail, etc.) made ongoing conversations accessible to individuals who possessed
acquaintance-with knowledge, the individuals in possession of acquaintance-with
knowledge would not be able to participate because they would be unfamiliar with the
terminology used by those already engaged in conversations discussed in a knoWledge-
about knowledge format.

Therefore, if individuals with lower levels of mass communication processing
potential were interested in a particular issue, they would be less able to increase their
knowledge about the issue as they would be less able to acquire knowledge from
information presented in a knowledge-about knowledge format.

In contemporary society, it seems that a higher value is placed on information that
is presented in a knowledge-about knowledge format (Browne-Miller, 1994, Jeffres, 1983;
Nowak, 1977, Suominen, 1976). Societal structural factors strongly influence the type of
knowledge—acquaintance-with versus knowledge-about—in which individuals are more
likely to converse. Higher socioeconomic status groups more often converse in
knowledge-about knowledge formats, and lower socioeconomic status groups more often

converse in acquaintance-with knowledge formats. Little communication takes place
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between social groups that converse within the parameters of acquaintance-with
knowledge and knowledge-about knowledge.

Furthermore, because information that is presented in a knowledge-about
knowledge format has a higher standing in mainstream society, individuals who are able to
converse in this manner attain both higher educational levels and occupational positions
than do individuals who converse within the parameters of acquaintance-with knowledge.
As a result, individuals who converse more often in an acquaintance-with knowledge
format have limited access to information that is readily available to individuals who
converse in a knowledge-about knowledge format, even though the information may be
theoretically and technically available to everyone (Adams, 1972; Browne-Miller, 1994;
Jeffres, 1983; Newton, 1988; Nowak, 1977, Suominen, 1976 ).

Consequently, individuals who converse within the parameters of acquaintance-
with knowledge are less likely to be aware of certain issues and opportunities that affect
their lives, and when they are aware, they are less likely to be able to discuss them in a
knowledge-about knowledge format, which reduces their chances of reaching solutions to
their problems (Saegert & Winkel, 1996; Strawn, 1994; Weir, 1994).

As a result, their quality of life might be negatively impacted. For example,
individuals who need to discuss an issue before their city council would be required to
follow the proper procedures before their problems would be heard by the council.
Research seems to suggest that individuals who converse in acquaintance-with knowledge
formats would be less likely to either know that they have a right to present their problems
before the city council or know the proper procedures that must be followed to do so

(Hammad & Mulholland, 1992; Saegert & Winkel, 1996, Strawn,1994).
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Though individuals who more often converse in acquaintance-with knowledge
formats may have equal access to and be aware of the same information as individuals who
converse in a knowledge-about knowledge format, they often gain less knowledge from
the same information as they more often choose the mass media that do not promote
knowledge acquisition. Additionally, individuals who communicate within the parameters
of acquaintance-with knowledge are often less able to translate information into
knowledge as their ability to utilize control knowledge and critical thinking skills are less
developed.

As a result, they often fail to perceive the value that certain information holds for
them (Greenberg & Dervin, 1970, Dervin & Greenberg, 1972, Childers with Post, 1975),
which often results in their failure to take full advantage of information made available
through the mass media.

Awareness of the types of information that can be obtained from specific mass
media is important if individuals are to acquire knowledge from the information distributed
through them; however, individuals must practice control knowledge and critical thinking
skills if they are to acquire substantial knowledge from the information made available
through the mass media.

The mass media that individuals use will affect their ability to become involved
with the issues occurring in their environments. It is logical to assume then that a major
reason for individuals’ mass media choices is their ability to process the information as it is
presented in a particular medium. For example, individuals in possession of low literacy
skills might choose to use print-based media less often because of their inability to

translate the information into personally useful knowledge. Yet, they might be quite
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capable of processing the same information as it might be presented in a radio talk show
format that provides the pros and cons of a given issue and how that issue, for example,
relates to various societal groups.

Therefore, the issue is not one of providing information in an elementary format
but instead providing all the facts so that individuals with limited background knowledge
about the issue are able to make relevant associations and therefore understand the
information in a context that is personally relevant.

Skill level, then, especially individuals’ ability to process information, influences
their mass media use, which in turn affects the amount of knowledge they acquire from the
information made available through various mass media. As eloquently noted by
Yankelovich (1991), it is unwise to assume that more information automatically leads to
“good judgment” or increased knowledge. He goes on to argue that a distinction should
be made between expert opinion and public opinion, if the general public is to once again
become a part of the democratic process in a meaningful way (i.e., become involved with
the issues in their environments).

In an effort to make this distinction, Yankelovich (1991) labeled “mass opinion” as
poor quality public opinion because it displays characteristics of inconsistency, volatility,
and non-responsibility. In contrast, he labeled “public judgment” as good quality public
opinion as it has characteristics of consistency, stability, and responsibility.

To clarify, Yankelovich (1991) noted that labeling individuals’ opinions on issues
as having reached public judgment does not mean that they understand all the relevant
facts or that they agree with the views put forth by experts. What it does mean is that the

public has thought about the issues at length in their own terms, have formed an opinion
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about the issues and are willing to stand by their decisions in regard to the issues. In other
words, they are exercising their critical thinking skills by considering all the information
they have about a particular issue.

This perspective suggests that having access to information about an issue or
simply being aware of a particular issue will not necessarily enable individuals to form
stable, consistent opinions about issue<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>