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UNIT 3

Moving from the practices of mass 

communication (journalism and strategic 

communication)

To the study of mass communication

SJMC is special in its combination of 

practical/professional and 

academic/intellectual training



“PERSPECTIVES” ON MEDIA EFFECTS

Or theories: explanations of how media 

affects people and/or society

Magic bullet

Two-step flow

Critical-cultural

Cultivation

Agenda setting



EARLY 20TH CENTURY: THE 

DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL SCIENCE

Scientific method

The problem of mass society

The spectacle of new media



“NICKELODEONS” (1900-1915)

Cost a nickel

Small, size of a store

Handful of short films

Silent, live musician

Replaced by bigger 

theatres, c. 1915



CONTEXT OF FILM

The medium: 

• multiple-sensory experience

• Group experience

The social context:

• Urbanization

• Immigration

The result:

• Major form of entertainment



THE SILENT FILMS

Until about 1936, the dominant form of film

Lots of use of expression, pantomime, slapstick

Could be understood by anyone, regardless of 

language

Sometimes text was used between shots

Example: Charlie Chaplin



CHAPLIN, THE CIRCUS (1928)



SIGNIFICANCE OF FILM AS 

ENTERTAINMENT



PAYNE FUND STUDIES (1929-1932)

Series of studies to examine the effects of 

movies on young people

Funded by the Payne Fund

We’ll look at 5 key findings



PAYNE FUND FINDINGS: 1

Children learn from movies

• 50-60% of what adults learn

But also what’s not true!

• “children accept the information in the 

movies as correct unless it is flagrantly 

incorrect”



PAYNE FUND FINDINGS: 2

More movie consumption  poor “deportment,” school work



PAYNE FUND FINDINGS: 3

Attitudes toward groups



PAYNE FUND FINDINGS: 4

Children imitate movies in play



PAYNE FUND FINDINGS: 5

Adolescents imitate clothing, romance



PAYNE FUND STUDIES: SUMMARY

Movies can have powerful effects

(Studies were actually a bit more 

sophisticated, but interpretations of the studies 

emphasized direct, uniform effects)



WAR OF THE WORLDS (1938)

Radio

From ~1920

In your house!

Oct 30, 1938

Orson Welles, age 23

Adaptation of book by 

H.G. Wells



WAR OF THE WORLDS

Set up as “breaking news” bulletins within a regular 

show

Many tuned in late because of another popular 

program on another station



CONTEXT

Developments of radio 

(breaking into programs)

Hindenburg, 1937

Hitler: already annexed 

Austria, Sudetenland



CANTRIL STUDIES

Hadley Cantril, Princeton psychologist

Why were some people terrified by the 

broadcast, others not?

News reports, interviews



CANTRIL: 4 RESPONSES

1) Listened to the events described, concluded 

it was a play

2) Checked other information, concluded it was 

a play

3) Checked other information, continued to 

believe the broadcast

4) Made no attempt to check other information



(1) EVALUATING THE CLAIMS



(2) CHECKING OTHER SOURCES 

(SUCCESS)



(3) CHECKING OTHER SOURCES 

(FAILURE)

Bad choices

2/3rds of this group: went outside, looked out window

Called friends, neighbors, police

Most did not check radio or newspaper



(4) NO ATTEMPT TO CHECK OTHER 

SOURCES

“… so frightened that they either stopped listening, ran 

around in a frenzy or exhibited behavior that can only 

be described as paralyzed”



CANTRIL: EFFECTS ON PERCEPTION



CANTRIL STUDY: SUMMARY

1. Media had a strong, direct effect—but only 

on some audience members

2. For some, the effect was powerful and 

multi-sensory

3. Individuals’ backgrounds and experiences 

informed how they interpreted the 

message/whether they believed it

4. Individuals’ actions in response to the media 

affected how they interpreted it



SUMMARY: “MAGIC BULLET” 

PERSPECTIVE ON MEDIA EFFECTS

“hypodermic needle”

Media are:

• Powerful

• Direct

• Able to incite emotions and actions

The first of several perspectives we will 

explore



HAVE A GREAT 

WEEKEND


