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WITH YOUR NEIGHBOR:

With whom do you discuss the contents of media?

About what topics?

Do these conversations affect your impressions of what 
the media were saying?



THE TWO-STEP FLOW

The context

The players

2 studies

Key points

Resurgence of the two-step flow today



CONTEXT 

1930s-1940s: Great concern about effects of mass 
media

• “magic bullet” perspective

Propaganda

•Nazi propaganda
•Allies’ propaganda



NAZI PROPAGANDA

Multi-media:

Newspapers, newsletters

Art

Posters

Rallies

Radio 

Film

Newsreels



ALLIES’ PROPAGANDA



TWO-STEP FLOW: THE PLAYERS

Paul Lazarsfeld

Elihu Katz



STUDY 1: THE PEOPLE’S CHOICE

1940 presidential election

Key question: How are people making their 
decisions about their vote? 

•How much are mass media influencing them?

2,400 voters in Erie County, Ohio

15 interviewers visited them May-October



PEOPLE’S CHOICE: 3 KEY FINDINGS

(1) Impact of personal influence

•People who decided later in the election were 
more likely to cite personal contacts in making 
their voting decision



PEOPLE’S CHOICE: 3 KEY FINDINGS

(2) Messages flow through opinion leaders

•Media messages did play a role;
•But many media messages did not reach people 

directly, but because opinion leaders 
commented on them



PEOPLE’S CHOICE: 3 KEY FINDINGS

(3) Who are these opinion leaders?

•“Have you tried to convince anyone of your 
political ideas?”
•“Has anyone recently asked you for advice on a 

political question?”
•Opinion leaders were pretty representative of 

their communities
•But they were particularly interested in the 

election



STUDY 2: PERSONAL INFLUENCE

Looking to refine the theory

•Which is more important: personal or media 
influence?
•Who are opinion leaders?
•Methodological improvement: Opinion leaders 

were identified by respondents



PERSONAL INFLUENCE: DESIGN

A typical medium-sized town: Decatur, Illinois

1945-1946

800 women

Four topics:

•Household
•Beauty
•Movies
•Politics

Goal: Identify people who had changed recently; 
wanted to find out why



PERSONAL INFLUENCE: KEY FINDINGS

(1) Communications flow through social groups

•Families, work groups, clubs, bridge groups, 
friends



PERSONAL INFLUENCE: KEY FINDINGS

(2) Opinions are not individual; they are social
•They come from group interaction; decisions 

with group support are stronger than others



PERSONAL INFLUENCE: KEY FINDINGS

(3) Opinion leadership is multi-faceted

•Opinion leaders tend to be elite
•But this breaks down: 
•On politics, different social classes have 

different interests
•On movies, younger lead elder
•On household products, elder lead younger



THE TWO STEP FLOW: KEY POINTS

Mass communication is not direct or uniform; it 
does not operate directly on each individual

•à Contrast with “magic bullet”

Communication happens in a social context, and 
that context mediates its effects



DIAGRAM



OPINION LEADERS: KEY POINTS

Are the “step” in the two-step flow

Tend to be most attentive to media

Are respected within their communities for their 
knowledge and opinions

Are influential among others

Are part of the existing social structure



IMPLICATIONS OF TWO-STEP FLOW 
MODEL

Two-step flow argues something different from 
magic bullet:

Rather than a mass of atomized, disconnected 
individuals that could be manipulated by mass 
media, society is a rich fabric, and people (to some 
extent) deliberate over media messages

•à “minimal effects” paradigm



RESURGENCE OF THE TWO STEP FLOW

With social media, social contacts are even more 
intermediaries for news and information

As citizens have consumed less news by picking up 
a newspaper, and more from Facebook, digital two-
step flow has grown



HOW DOES THIS IMPACT WHAT 
CITIZENS SEE? WHAT THEY LEARN?

Key debate: in high-choice media environment, will citizens 
“tune out” content they are not interested in?

e.g., if you are not interested in politics, will you see none?

e.g., if you are a Democrat, will you see no Republican 
views?

If yes, does two-step flow help to mitigate this?

e.g., if you are not interested in politics, but have a friend 
who is, will you see some political content?

e.g., if you are a Democrat, but have a Republican friend, 
will you see some Republican views?



SEE YOU 
WEDNESDAY


