CHAPTER 2

APPLYING THEORY TO PUBLIC
RELATIONS CAMPAIGNS

theory n. 1. A statement or set of
statements designed to explain a
phenomenon. 2. A set of rules or
principles designed for the study or
practice of an art or discipline.

WHAT IS A THEORY?

In the popular situation comedy Cheers, bar owner Sam Malone found himself struggling
in his attempt to repair the bar’s aging plumbing system.

“Does anyone here know anything about plumbing?” he asked his patrons. Mail car-
rier Cliff Claven, the bar’s resident know-it-all, was the first to respond.

“The ancient Babylonians built an elaborate system of aqueducts . . .” he said before
Sam interrupted. “No, Cliff, what I need is someone to help FIX the plumbing.”

“Sorry, Sammy,” Cliff replied. “I’m strictly theory on this one.”

Like the characters in Cheers, many outside the communications field fail to fully
appreciate theoretical concepts. College students typically look at the concept of “theory”
as a collection of abstract concepts to be memorized for test-taking purposes, then quickly
discarded. Admittedly, much of communications theory is nonsense—but much of it is not.
This chapter will deal with theory not as a set of abstract concepts, but rather as valuable
insights into how members of target audiences process information and make decisions.

A theory is a set of assumptions used to explain how a process works and to make

_predictions as to what wi}l result Trom that process. Theori€s are not laws or infl&xible Tiles;
they are merely guides. One example can be found in Socrates’ ideas about inductive and
deductive reasoning. If person X likes person ¥ and person Y likes person Z, it is likely that
person X will also like person Z. But it does not hold that if person X likes his dog and his
dog likes to dig for bones, that person X will also like to dig for bones.

Although the theories that have survived over time have done so because of their
applicability, they are most valuable when combined with the practitioner’s real-world
xperience in applying them. The authors of this textbook believe it is more irhpﬁm
concentrate on practical applications of public relations work and give students just enough
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theory to provide some context. Just as architects must understand physics in order to pre-
vent buildings from falling down, public relations professionals must understand how pub-
lic opinion and persuasion works in order to be effective in their jobs.

This chapter will therefore deal largely with those theories that have some relevance
to the real-world practice of public relations. Those theories come not only from the field
of mass communications but also from the fields of psychology and education. This listing

of theories, however, begins with a widely known set of models for modern public relations
practice.

GRUNIG AND HUNT MODELS FOR PUBLIC
RELATIONS PRACTICE

In their 1984 book, Managing Public Relations, professors James E. Grunig and Todd
Hunt describe four theoretical models for public relations practice that have become start-
ing points for examining how the profession works. The four models are press agentry and
publicity, public information, two-way asymmetric, and two-way symmetric.

Press Agentry and Publicity

This model is practiced by professionals who use mainly one-way communication to pro-
mote products, services and events with little t of thé results. The press agen-
try/publicity model is used largely by sp%cism, or any person
responsible for event promotion. Grunig and Hunt explain that some of the communication
resulting from this model includes information that it is “incomplete, distorted, or only par-
tially true.” Although that description is somewhat harsh and may not apply as much today
as it did decades ago, it is true that the professional in this role is primarily concerned with

telling the audience about an organization, but is not concerned with measuring the effects
of that communication.

Public Information

This model is practiced by professionals who use a_combination of one-way and two-way
communication to provide information to their audiences. The public information model
is GWHWWnt agencies, educational institu-
tions, and units of the military. Although research does not play a major ro;le' in this model,
its practitioners are slightly more likely to gather audience feedback than those in the press

agent/publicity model.
Two-Way Asymmetric
This model is practiced by professionals who use two-way communication to persuade

audiences to change their points of view in nonconflict situations or conflict situations that
are not overly hostile or volatile. The two-way asymmetric model is used largely by
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businesses and nonprofit organizations (or the agencies that represent them) in situations in

which the entity involved wants to resolve conflicts without compromise; it prefers oppos-
‘ ing forces to change their posions-—FHe OTgaNiZatoNs pracricingthis hodel gather feed-
i back from their audiences, but it is more likely to be used to better understand the behavior
| of those audiences and design appropriate messages than it is to seek areas of common
‘ ground and compromise.

Two-Way Symmetric

The two-way symmetric model is used mostly by professionals employed by businesses,
nonprofit organizations, and special-interest groups that find themselves involved in con-
flict situations that are hostile and volatile. The strategy employed in the model uses two«
way communication to achieve mutual understanding and to resolve conflicts through
négotiation and compromise. Instead of insisting that all change take place among
the audiences, this model suggests that there is room for compromise on the part of both the
communicator and the audience. Author Stephen Covey, in his popular book, The
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, paraphrased this model by suggesting strategies
such as “seeking the ‘win-win’ situation” and “seeking first to understand, then to be
understood.”

Public relations practitioners who find themselves in diagnostic situations in which
they are assigned the task of determining an organization’s strengths and weaknesses
should first determine if the model practiced by the organization is consistent with its mis-
sion and purpose. Public relations consultants often discover that when organizations find
themselves operating on Murphy’s Law (everything that could possibly go wrong for the i

organization usually does), the root cause may be an inappropriate model.

Since Grunig and Hunt described these models in their first book, they have tinkered
with them and conducted additional research in an attempt to fine-tune them. With nearly
< all the organizations they have studied, the researchers found two recurring phenomena.
The first was that nearly every organization they examined could be placed into one of
these four categories. The second finding was that more than half of the organizations stud-
ied were practicing models that were not the most effective for their type of organization;
they practiced it because of tradition, stubbornness, or resistance to change.

e

THEORIES FROM MASS COMMUNICATIONS

Because public relations courses are often offered through academic departments labeled as
“mass communications,” they tend to emphasize theories from that discipline. Most of the
theories fall into an area known as media effects, which is the study of how the journalism
and advertising industries influence personal decision making and public policy.

The Magic Bullet Theory

When communications scholars and social scientists first began studying the effects of the
mass media in the 1920s, the first major theory they developed was called the magic bullet
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theory. It was based on their belief that the media (both news media and entertainment
media) were so powerful that they could accomplish almost anything by influencing or ma-
nipulating public opinion and social policy. Variations of the theory were also developed,
and all were grouped togEtﬁEﬁﬁmegory known as powerful effects theories. The
concern at the time was that if such theories were true, society would be at the mercy of
those persons or companies who controlled the media. Even though the magic bullet the-
ory and most other powerful effects theories have since been discounted, they were credi-
ble enough at the time for the federal government to establish rules to limit the size of media
conglomerates and encourage competition among the media. Today. communjcations
scholars and legal authorities generally agree that the interests of the people are best served
bwompemion among the media and the “marketplace of ideas” principle.

Cumulative Effects Theory

.
The cumulative effects theory suggests that persuasive campaigns can be most effective
when the mgssag&c%esfrom a variety of sources and/or is repeated from the same source
but over an extended period of ime. An example would be a broad-based effort to influence
individuals to recycle their newspapers, aluminum cans, and glass and plastic bottles. A
man may hear a message about recycling on the car radio while driving to work in the
morning, and it may have little or no effect. But if he receives a second recycling message
in an employee newsletter at work, a third when his child brings home recycling informa-
tion from school, and a fourth in the form of a church bulletin the following Sunday, the ac-
cumulation of the four messages results in behavior changes.

The theorist most associated with the cumulative effects theory is German social sci-
entist Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann. To some extent, this theory is in opposition to the magic
bullet theory. The application of the theory in public relations work means that professional
communicators cannot depend on one communication tactic alone to get their message
across. Rather, they must use either a combination of multiple tactics carrying the same
message, or repeat the same message through one methed over an extended period of time.

Two-Step Flow of Communication

——

In his 1955 book titled Personal Influence, researcher Paul Lazarsfeld developed a theoret-
ical model to describe how individuals are influenced to adopt or change their beliefs and be-
haviors. According to his two-step flow of communication model, individuals seldom
make decisions based solely on their own beliefs; thcﬂe_ciﬂgn_s_ge_iuﬂumwhcr
persons in their lives, such as friends, parents, work supervisors, educators, church leaders,
physicians, public officials, and the media. Two-step flow refers to the information pEsE‘ng
from the source to the owsm then on to the receivers, whether intended to take
that route or not. Opinion leaders can exert their influence by speaking, writing, or model-
inwg%?%fr__& le opinion leaders are those 111 positions such as
elected public officials or individuals chosen to head unions, special-interest groups, or non-
profit organizations. Journalists often ask them to comment on issues in the news. Informal
opinion leaders are those people who are not in elected or appointed positions, but areable
influence others because of personal characteristics such as charisma or assertiveness.
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Opinion leaders can be male or female and are found in every racial, ethnic, social,
and political group. Lazarsfeld estimated that one in every five persons is an"opinion leader
in some respect. During one of Lazarsfeld's studies, he asked people who their opinion
leaders were and why they listened to them. One waitress in a coffee shop described to
Lazarsfeld her opinion leader as “a customer who sounded like he knew what he was talk-
ing about.”

Lazarsfeld first applied this model to how voters made decisions about candidates
and issues in the 1940s, and public relations professionals soon began applying it to fields
other than politics. One of those practitioners was Edward Bernays, who wrote in a 1932
article that many opinion leaders are not even aware of their role and amount of the power
that they have. Today, public relations professionals use this model in other types of cam-
paigns by first identifying target audiences for their messages and then determining who
those groups consider their opinion leaders.

The expansion of technology over the last century has changed the nature of opinion
leaders. In the early 1900s, for example, opinion leaders were most likely the town bankers,
retailers, clergy, union stewards, and schoolteachers. Some of those may still play that role
today, but for some groups, their opinion leaders are more remote—such as television per-
sonalities, popular authors, newspaper columnists, national political leaders, and those
expressing their opinions to large audiences via the Internet.

Opinion leaders in today’s society typically share five characteristics. The first is that
they tend to possess a higher degree of education than people around them. The majority
have attended college, and many have gorne on to graduate school. The second characteris-
tic is that they Wa than other individuals and are usually more informed
about current events and social trends. They tend to rely on daily newspapers more than on
television for news, and when they watch television, they do so for the purposes of infor-
mation rather than entertainment.

The next characteristic is that opinion leaders tend to be active in politics and com-

unity affairs. The majority attend public meetings, write letters to newspaper editors and
elected public officials, work for special-interest groups, and serve on the boards of com-
munity associations and nonprofit organizations. The fourth characteristic is that they are
early adopters of new ideas. Within a list of friends, coworkers, or other persons considered
E&}?xﬁm group, the first individual on that list to use electronic mail, own a
cellular telephone, or design his or her own website is also likely to be the group’s opinion
leader.

The fifth and perhaps most important characteristic is that opinion leaders have the
ability to influence people around them, either because of positic;l%cm of
lga/r;mrﬁ%ﬁmrs, or union stewards) or personal qualities such as charisma
Or_assertiveness, - =

A vanation of the two-step model is the N-step theory, which states that individuals

e Y
seldom receive information from only one ogu_niolm;de;_lnstead, they are likely to turn to

dMn leaders for each issue on which they Torm an opinion. Health care mar-
keters know, for example, that elderly patients treat their doctors and pharmacists as opin-
ion leaders on medical issues, and they direct their marketing efforts accordingly. But those
same elderly patients are likely to select a trusted public official for information on politi-
cal issues, and an educated son or daughter for information on social issues.

R TN
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Agenda Setting
s T e

First described in a 1973 study by University of North Carolina professors Max McCombs
and Donald Shaw, the agenda-setting theory suggests that the media—either purposely or
not—set the agenda for public debate and discussion. If applied to public relations practice,
Me emphasis on the media as opinion leaders and active partici-
pants in the persuasion process. This is especially true of the newspaper editorial page—
perhaps the most important part of the newspaper in terms of influencing public opinion
and public policy.

The agenda-setting theory can take two forms. The_passive agenda-setting theory
states that influence is unintentional: The media do not tell audiences what to think but what
to think about. Mostiewspaper publishers are proud of the fact that they are agenda setters.
One publisher describeshis newspaper’s role as an agenda setter as “keeping the commu-
nity in conversation with itself.”

The active agenda-setting theory states that the media do in fact tell audiences what
to think. The best example of that is the newspaper editonial page, which informs readers
“this is what the management of this newslm"ﬁd'i‘ﬁlplies that readers should
agree and act accordingly. One recent book based on the active agenda-setting theory is ti-
tled Mediaspeak: How Television Makes Up Your Mind. In the introduction to the book, the
author writes, “We do not see the world as it is. We see it as television presents it to us.”

Social Learning Theory

Sociologist Albert Bandura developed the social learning theory, which suggests that
people adopt not only their opinions from modeling others but also their behaviors—
especially those behaviors they see modeled for them in the media. In researching media
habits of children, Bandura demonstrated that children will imitate the violent acts they see
on television when they see no punishment associated with such behavior. Government of-
ficials recognized the validity of Bandura’s work when they claimed that a relationship
exists between television violence and antisocial behavior in youth.

On the adult level, when individuals observe others being rewarded for exhijbiting
certain-behaviors, they attempt the same behaviors and expect the same rewards. Rewards
can be external, such as recognition and praise, or internal, Such as a feeling of self-worth
or increased prestige.

Public relations professionals working in the area of employee relations have noticed
that even negative behaviors will be repeated by others if they see those behaviors being re-
warded. For example, if complaining about large workloads results in an individual’s work-
loads being reduced, that behavior is likely to be exhibited by others. If employees are
allowed to violate safety rules without being corrected or reprimanded, other employees are
unlikely to take those rules seriously. Whether the rewards are intentional or unintentional,
employers will get the behaviors they reward.

There is also a strong link between consumer behavior presented in entertainment
programming and consumer.spending by real persons. In a 1998 study, for example, Har-
vard economist Juliet Schor found that for each hour per week spent watching television, a
household spent an additional $208 per year. Schor attributed the increase to the depiction
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of glamorous lifestyles on television and the audience’s belief that the clothing, automo-
biles, and entertainment choices shown on television represented the typical American
family, and because of that belief andiences increased their spending in order to “keep up.”

Episodic Framing

Episcdieframing theory, also known as the issue-attention cycle, states that the media set
the agenda for societal debate, but that th s changing. In short, it says that
the media select a topic, pay some attention to it, and then the public follows. But after a
while, the public loses interest, and the media move onto other issues. The cycle then starts
over again with a different topic. The public’s attention span dictates how long the media
will pay attention to something; the media will keep something on their agenda as long as
people keep reading the newspaper stories and watching the television stories.

One example of the issue-attention cycle was media coverage of famine and starva-
tion in Ethiopia. In October 1987, American newspapers and television networks produced
a series of stories about starvation in the African country and treated the topic as if it were
anew one. Both the newspaper and television stories overlooked the fact that the conditions
had existed for more than a decade. Later, the media lost interest in the issue and began to
produce fewer and fewer stories about it until the coverage disappeared altogether. More
than a decade later, famine and starvation are still widespread in Ethiopia, but few Ameri-
cans are aware of it because of the lack of media coverage.

A variation of episodic framing is thematic framin ich-is-¢i nly because it
features a “triggering event.” An example of thematic framing theory is found in the media
comf Nicole Brown Simpson and Ron Goldman in 1994, a crime for
which O. J. Simpson was the chief suspect. As part of their coverage of the crime, both print
and electronic media produced a number of “sidebars” about domestic violence. Social
workers specializing in domestic violence worK appreciated the attention the issue received,
but questioned why it took a highly publicized murder case to call attention to the issue.
They also worried that after media interest in the murder case subsided, their coverage of the
domestic violence issue would decline as well, which it did. Other examples include the in-
crease in attention paid to environmental causes following the 1989 oil spill in Alaska, in-
creased attention paid to “hate groups” and domestic terrorism following the 1995 bombing
of a federal building in Oklahoma City, and increased attention paid to international terror-
ism following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on New York City and the Pentagon.

Gatekeeping

The gatekeeping model is used to describe the editorial process by which potential news
stories are evaluated and yes/no decisions are made as to whether those stories are pub-
lished or broadcast. The theory was first explained by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s and was re-
fined by David Manning White in the 1960s and 1970s, Gatekeeping is often confused with
“censorship,” but there is a significant difference. Censorship refers to action taken by a
governmental official or other outside authority, whereas gatekeeping refers to a voluntary
process of self-editing. ———

1rst, gatekeeping was treated as though it was a finite event that occurred only one
time. Researchers now think of gatekeeping as a process rather than an event. Public rela-
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tions professionals know that is especially true in the case of news releases, which must
pass through a series of “gates,” including reporters who receive them, editors who approve
the reporters’ pursuit of those stories, and other editors who make the final decisions con-
cerning when and how those stories will be published.

Interaction Theory

Interaction theory suggests that the influence a medium has over its audience is propor-
tional to the amount of effort involved in consuming it The theoTy was first suggesied by
education researcher Jean Piagex, but is paraphrased in the Native American proverb that
says, “Tell me and I wil! forget. Show me and I will remember. Involve me and I will un-
derstand.” According to educational researcher Ken Spencer, humans remember only 10
percent of what they read, 20 percent of what they hear, and 30 percent of what they see.
However, memory improves to 50 percent for those who see and hear something, and 90
percent if the person is actively involved in the process or event instead of merely observ-
ing it.

One example of a medium requiring a high level of effort to consume is the newspa-
per; it takes some degree of intellectual involvement to read a newspaper to get any bene-
fit from the experience. That is in contrast to more passive forms of media consumption,
such as watching television and listening to the radio. This contrast is part of the reason why
retention studies consistently show that newspaper readers remember more of the content
of stories they read (and are more likely to take action as a result) than television viewers
or radio listeners remember from their experience.

An example of the interaction theory being applied in the real world occurred during
the investigation into the 1999 murder-suicides committed by two teenagers at Columbine
High School in Littleton, Colorado. Investigations into the background of the perpetrators
determined that their chief form of entertainment was violent video games, and psycholo-
gists claimed those games being interactive in nature contributed to their violent behavior.

In public relations work, the theory can be illustrated by considering the results of
Stwhwmu_%ﬁrw. One example is “Take Our Daughters to
Work Day,” an annual event organized by the Ms. Foundation for Women in order to ex-

pose young girls to career choices.

Klapper’s Reinforcement Theory

In response to the “powerful effects” family of theories, skeptical researchers developed a
number of theories known as minimal effects theories. These theories acknowledged the
power of the mass media, but insisted that the media were not as powerful or influential as
once thought. One theory that came out of this group is Klapper’s reinforcement theory
developed by Joseph Klapper. It maintains that the media cannot create opinions from
scratch, but can be effective in reinforcing existing mt
beliefs and attitudes to the sur@@%wfam@emm
philosopher Immanuel Kant also had a reinforcement theory, but instead of dealing with the
influence of the media, it dealt with the influence of other individuals on the persons in
question.
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THEORIES FROM PSYCHOLOGY AND EDUCATION

Field Theory

In the early 1950s, sociologist Kurt Lewin developed the field theory to explain the
processes of decision making and change in both individuals and organizations. According
to Lewin, nadecision making or change takes place in a vacuum; it is always influenced by
variety of factors in the environment. Joe Thomas, a professor of management at Middle
meld theory to further study the change process in
companies and nonprofit organizations. Thomas categorized factors in the environment as
either driving forces or restraining forces, and developed mathematical formulas to help or-
anizations better deal with change.
In public relations settings, driving forces could include factors such as leadership
ability, financial resources, name recognition, and the worthiness or popularity of the or-
ganization’s cause or mission. Conversely, restraining (or limiting) sources could include

staff limitations, lack of financial resources, lack of name recognition, or lack of a popular
or glamorous cause.

Cognitive Dissonance

Cognitive dissonance theory, first explained by Leon Festinger in the 1950s, suggests that
media cannot be all powerful as once thought (in the case of the “magic bullet theory”) be-
cause audience members tend to ignore or “explain away” messages tthnt
with previously held beliefs. Newspaper research studies, for example, indicate that read-
ers tend to predict the content of a story based on its headline, and then read those with
which they expect to agree and ignore those with which they expect to disagree. Public re-
lations representatives working on campaigns that require influencing public opinion on
controversial and emotional issues will often find cognitive dissonance a serious barrier to
overcome. One of the strongest characteristic of human behavior is resistance to change.

Kant’s Reinforcement Theory

VTR o s

German philosopher Inmanuel Kant developed Kant’s reinforcement theory in the 1800s
to describe how individuals were influenced to change their behaviors. According to Kant,
when a desired behavior is rewarded or reinforced positively, that behavior is likely to be
repeated. But Kant found that the converse is not true: When undesirable behavior is pun-
ished, the behavior does not stop. Instead, the individual will continue the undesirable be-
havior (often due 1o rewards coming from other sources) but will try harder to avoid the
punishment.

The ongoing battle against youth smoking provides a good example of reinforcement
theory. Research has indicated that teenagers seldom respond to “scare tactics,” such as ‘
warnings about the long-term health problems caused by smoking, because those dangers q
seem too remote to affect them. In some studies, however, teens were influenced to stop
smoking (or to not start) by appealing to their vanity. At a time when many teens were be-
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ginning to date, thoughts of yellow teeth and bad breath were enough to discourage smok-
ing, while the more serious health problems of the distant future did not matter.

Diffusion Theory

e

This theory explains the five steps that individuals go through in adopting new ideas or
products: awareness, interest, trial, evaluation, and adoption. Diffusion theory was first
suggested inﬁ%ﬁWﬁ&Mwho claimed that although the
mass media are often responsible for individuals moving through the first two steps, the
personal influence exerted by friends and family members is more likely to move the per-

son through the third and fourth steps. Only a person’s satisfaction with the product or idea
can ensure that he or she will reach the fifth step.

Activation Theory

Activation theory, sometimes called the .clean slate theory, suggests that persuasion is
most effective when it does not have to compete with strong, previously held attitudes. Psy-
chologist Carl Hovland theorized that individuals are more likely to change their percep-
tions if the information provided (by the mass media or other sources) is not contradictory
to previous experiences and beliefs.

Unstructured Attitude Theory

Unstructured attitude theory, sometimes called the conversion theory, asserts that in for-
or-against issues, especially those to be determined by a public vote, persuasive efforts can
be effective with audiences that are slightly in opposition to the idea, but not strongly in
opposition. —

If a large general audience is segmented into five groups, using a continuum of (1)
strongly for, (2) somewhat for, (3) no opinion, (4) somewhat against, and (5) strongly
against, an individual or group advocating the “for” side of the issue would find their time
best spent attempting to influence groups 2, 3, and 4. Time spent communicating to groups
1 and 5 may be wasted, as members of group 1 are already committed to the idea, and mem-
bers of group 5 will never be, regardless of the strength of the persuasive effort. Even
though members of group 2 are leaning in favor of the idea, communicating to them is nec-
essary to prevent individuals in that group from defecting to the other side. Communicat-
ing to group 4 can be time and effort well spent, as those individuals are leaning against the
issue, but are still within reach. Even though members of group 3 (the undecided) would ap-
pear to be the most likely targets for a persuasive campaign, some political analysts are
skeptical about their importance in election issues because they are often the least likely in-
dividuals to vote.

Source Credibility Theory

Another theory developed by Carl Hovland suggesting that the major factor in whether or
not a message is believed is the credibility of its source, whether a person or an organiza-
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tion. The most important factors in source credibility theory are trustworthiness and ex-
pertise. Credibili creased by establishing a <o found wi € audience.
The advertising industry has applied this theory for decades, basing many campaigns

 on the endorsement of products by professional athletes, well-known entertainers, and other

celebrities. The restriction of this theory, however, is that it has a limited life span. Research
studies consistently show that credibility exerts a decreasing amount of influence over time.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

———————
Psychologist Abraham Maslow developed this model in the 1940s to explain how individ-
uals perceive their level of comfort with their surroundings. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
is studied in psychology classes and is often used as the basis for studying any subject in-
volving human behavior.

Maslow’s hierarchy lists human needs in ascending order: basic (food, water, shelter,
and transportation), security (physical and financial), social (acceptance, friendship, love,
romance, and sex), ego (status, recognition, accomplishment, and fame), and self-actual-
ization (education, travel, recreation, and development of artistic or creative talent).

Applying this theory, public relations professionals know that it is di t to per-
suade an audience to pursue one need when needs on a lower level have not yet been

achieved. For example, an individual unable to afford adequate housing or transportation is

at the bottom level of the hierarchy and would not pay attention to commercial messages
attempting to appeal to his or her desire for ego or self-actualization. Conversely, it would
be difficult to communicate to audiences at an upper level of the hierarchy about ideas and
issues related to a lower level. For example, basic needs such as food and housing are un-
likely to cross the mind of an individual with stable employment or being supported by
family members.

But Maslow’s hierarchy is not as simple as it appears. All five of the categories of
needs are present in the individual’s mind at all times; they vary only in relative strength.
And individuals do not necessarily move from one level to another in a logical fashion. The
sudden decline in a person’s health or the health of the family’s breadwinner may cause an
individual to drop to a lower level almost instantly. Corporate downsizing and uncertainty
about an employer’s future may cause employees to worry about a lower level as well—a
factor that should be taken into consideration in employee communications at a time of
uncertainty.

GENERALIZATIONS ABOUT PERSUASION
AND OPINION CHANGE

In their 1953 book, Communication and Persuasion, psychologists Carl Hovland, Irving
Janis, and Harold Kelley explained a number of generalizations about persuasion and opin-
ion change that are just as valid today as they were a half century ago. Among them were:

1. An individual’s opinions are more likely to change in the desired direction if conclu-

si e explicitly stated than if those individuals are left to draw their own conclusions.
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Some people believe that if all the facts are laid before audience members, they will make
the right decisions. The weakness of that theory is that even highly intelligent audiences fre-
quently fail to see the implications of the facts unless those implications are laid out.

2. Effects of persuasive messages tend to wear off over time. Even when pefsuasion is

effective, the results are seldom permanent. Repetition is often necessary to drive home cer-
tain points.

3. Audience members most in need of hearing a message are least likely to hear it. Par-
ents who show up at PTA meetings are mostly those whose children are having the least

difficulty in school. Persons who could benefit from social services are the least likely ones
to show up at public meetings at which those services are discussed. Promoters must there-
fore use a variety of communication tactics rather than just a limited number.

4. Audience members are more likely to make the desired choice if both sides of an

e presented instead of only one side. Audiences tend to be skeptical of an indi-

vidual or an organization that tells them only one side of the story and expects them to ac-
cept it without questions. A more effective strategy is to explain both sides of an issue, but
then explain why one side should be preferred over the other.

DECISION-MAKING MODELS

In a 1983 study, James O. Prochaska and Carlo C. DiClemente identified four stages of
human decision making. Although their study dealt mainly with tobacco usage, the same
model could be used to study other personal behaviors, such as those related to alcohol con-
sumption, drug use, and sexual conduct. Advertising, marketing, and public relations
researchers can apply these stages to purchasing decisions and other consumer behaviors.

The four stages of the Prochaska and DiClemente models are precontemplation, con-_
templation, action, and mw_ In some cases, a fifth stage of_relapse occurs if the
maintenance effort is not successful.

In the precontemplation stage, communicators must overcome one or both of the fol-
lowing problems: (1) receivers of the message do not see the proposed behavior as relative
to their needs and (2) receivers of the message believe it is not appropriate or necessary for
someone like them. Examples include a television viewer who sees a commercial for com-
puters, cellular telephones, or other technology products and comments, “I can’t imagine
any circumstances under which I would ever use one.”

At the contemplation stage, members of the audience weigh the advantages and dis-
advantages (or benefits and risks) of the product, service, or behavior being suggested. In
order to get audience members to move from the contemplation stage to the action stage,
communicators must emphasize the benefits and minimize any perception of drawbackg

The maintenance stage is where many communication campaigns fall apart. Aqdl-
ence members may purchase a product, subscribe to a service, or adppt a new bghavnor.
However, unless such decisions are reinforced, the natural tendency is to discontinue the

use of a product or service and relapse into old choices or benaviors 1 the Téwards ol doing
sooutweigh the rewards associated with the new behavior are not sufficient.
m
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TRENDS AND ISSUES

Barriers to Communication

Decades of research into communication and persua-
sion have produced a number of ideas about what
barriers to communication exist between persuaders
and the audiences they are attempting to influence.
Among these are:

1. Stereotypes. Characteristics such as age, gen-,
der, race, or ethnicity can sometimes be use
to make generalizations about an individual’s
behavior and preferences, but some assump-
tions can backfire if they are offensive. Typical
stereotypes include older persons being bad
drivers or having poor memory skills, women
being overly emotional in conflict situations,
African Americans preferring certain types of
music or food, and Asian Americans having
exceptional math skills. Although one can al-
ways point to examples to illustrate one’s gen-
eralizations, individuals within these groups
are not identical and resent being treated as
such.

2. Stubbornness. As explained in the section
Cognitive Dissonance, one of the strongest
human emotions is resistance to change. Many
individuals simply refuse to accept new ideas
even when their value or logic is obvious. To
such individuals, it is a sign of weakness to
give in to a new thought.

3.

4.

S.

Indifference. This is often related to stubborn-
ness and is sometimes known as avoidance.
For some individuals, the preferred way to deal
with new ideas or controversial issues is sim-
ply not to deal with them.

Limitations of Knowledge or Vocabulary. In
sorne situations, audience members may lack
the éducation or experience to understand the
message and respond appropriately. Other au-
diepce members may be unfamiliar with some
of/the ideas or terms used in news stories or
publicity materials.

Bad Timing. Even the most effective forms of
communication will miss their target if the
timing is bad. Certainly, many timing prob-
lems cannot be avoided, but some can. Making
major announcements about the future of the
company (expansion, mergers, or layoffs) the
day before or after a major holiday means that
many employees will be off that day and may
hear about it through public media first. In
companies in which employees work in multi-
ple shifts, it may be difficult to make an-
nouncements in a way in that employees
receive the information at the same time, but
some effort should be made to make an-
nouncements as timely as possible for all shifts
affected.

CASE STUDY 2

Public Opinion Theory and the Health
Care Debate

Diffusion theory can be used to explain or predict
how individuals will react to commercial products,
but different models are used to explain or predict
how they adopt or reject intangible ideas. Daniel
Yankelovich, one of the leading commercial pollsters
in the country, developed such a model to predict
how individuals react to public policy issues. In a
1992 article, he used the public debate over health

care, a major issue in that year’s presidential election
campaign, to illustrate his seven-step model.

1. Dawning Awareness. People first become

aware of an issue in the abstract, but not in the
specifics. In the health care example, the audi-
ence has received vague messages about the
rising cost of health care, but has not yet real-
ized the degree to which it affects them.

Greater Urgency. The issue is no longer an ab-
stract concept; it is now a real problem or has
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the potential to become so. In the health care
scenario, people begin to worry about their
own vulnerability to health care costs and
problems with availability.

3. Discovering the Choices. The public begins to
discuss and evaluate possible solutions or
courses of action. In the 1992 health care de-
bate, much of this information was provided
either by the political candidates making cam-
paign promises or the health care industry re-
sponding to the candidates’ proposals.

4. Wishful Thinking. People express concern over
the costs of the various options and the trade-
offs that would likely be necessary. As one ex-
ample, the public may fear the increase of
waste, fraud, and abuse that might result in the
expansion of government programs such as
Medicare and Medicaid.

5. Weighing the Choices. This the most difficult
part of the cycle, Yankelovich contends, be-
cause the audience is getting closer to having
to make the tough choices. In the health care
example, these choices may include higher
taxes to support improved health care, less
choice of physicians and hospitals, economic
incentives given to pharmaceutical companies
to develop new drugs, and additional burdens
placed on employers to expand the services
they provide. After President Clinton took of-
fice in 1993, the health care debate took center

stage with First Lady Hillary Clinton holding -

public hearings to discuss alternatives in health
care delivery systems. The media played their
part with editorials, and the general public re-
sponded with letter-writing campaigns and
other forms of public discussion.

Taking a Stand Intellectually. People make the
tough choice. In the health care example, the
public did not know what it wanted to do about
health care, but it did know that it did not want
the Clintons to decide for them.

Making a Responsible Judgment, Intellectually
and Emotionally. This seventh and final stage
is the one that the health care debate never
reached. But if it had, it would have required
that people accept the outcome not only on the
intellectual level but also on the emotional
level. Yankelovich uses issues such as affir-
mative action and freedom of speech to illus-
trate how some individuals may accept an idea
in the abstract, but not in the concrete. Individ-
uals responding to a survey may agree with af-
firmative action as an ideal, but not to the point
at which they personally get involved and
make a commitment. Likewise, they may re-
spond “yes” to a survey question that asks if
they support the idea of freedom of speech, but
“no” if given specific examples such as flag
burning and pornography.

ASSIGNMENT 2
Applying Theory to the Team Project

Discuss the following questions with your team and
prepare a brief written report. Your instructor may
provide more specific instructions.

1 Review the descriptions of Grunig and Hunt’s
four theoretical models for public relations
practice. In which of these models does your
client operate? Is that the most appropriate
model? If not, consider including in your pro-
posal a recommendation for how the client

change its operating model.

Consider the other theories explained in this
chapter and how they may apply to your team
project. Identify at least two from the mass
communications category and two from the
psychology and education category.

In light of what you may already know about
your client and what you have read about field
theory, what are some of the driving forces and
restraining forces facing your clients?

Identify the audiences for your team projects
(you will do this more formally in Assignment
4 [Chapter 4], but make a tentative list now),
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and make a prediction as to who the likely
opinion leaders are for those groups. At which
level of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs would
you expect to find those audiences? Which of

the barriers to communication explained in the
Trends and Issues section of this chapter might
affect how those audiences react to your
client’s communication efforts?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Find an example of a controversial public
issue currently in the news and assume the
role of a public relations firm that has been
hired to advocate in favor of the issue.
Which theories (from either the mass com-
munications category or the psychology and
education category) would help you in your
work? Which theories might help your
opposition?

2. In addition to the recycling example used in
this chapter, what are some other examples of
cumulative effects theory at work?

3. Discuss an example of the social learning the-
ory at work.

4. In light of what you have read about the fram-
ing theory, think about an example of how the
media has framed a recent news issue.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Activation theory. A theory that suggests that per-
suasion is most effective when it does not have
to compete with strong, previously held atti-
tudes. Sometimes called the clean slate theory.

Agenda setting theory. A theory that suggests that
the media set the agenda for public debate and
discussion.

Cognitive dissonance theory. A theory that de-
scribes how audience members tend to ignore
or “explain away” messages that are inconsis-
tent with previously held beliefs.

Cumulative effects theory. A theory that suggests
that persuasive campaigns are most effective
when the message comes from a variety of
sources and/or is repeated from the same
source but over a long period of time.

Diffusion theory. A theory that explains the five
steps that individuals pass through in adopting
new ideas or products: awareness, interest,
trial, evaluation, and adoption.

Episodic framing theory. A theory that states that
the media set the agenda for societal debate,
but that the agenda is always changing.

Field theory. A theory that claims that no decision

making or change takes place in a vacuum; it is

always influenced by a variety of factors in the
environment.

Gatekeeping medel. A model used to describe the
editorial process by which potential news sto-
ries are evaluated and yes/no decisions made
as to whether those stories are published or
broadcast.

Interaction theory. A theory that suggests that the
influence a medium has over its audience is
proportional to the amount of effort involved
in consuming it.

Kant’s reinforcement theory. Developed by Ger-
man philosopher Immanuel Kant, this theory
describes how individuals are influenced to
change their behaviors through positive rein-
forcement.

Klapper’s reinforcement theory. A theory that
suggests that the media can influence opinions,
but only those opinions that are already present
or latent in an individual’s mind.

Magic bullet theory. A theory, no longer consid-
ered valid, that was once based on the belief
that the media were so powerful that they
could accomplish almost anything by influenc-

ing public opinion and social policy.
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Developed by psy-
chologist Abraham Maslow, this model lists
human needs in ascending order: basic (food,
water, shelter, and transportation), security
(physical and financial), social (acceptance,
friendship, love, romance, and sex), ego (sta-
tus, recognition, accomplishment, and fame),
and self-actualization (education, travel, recre-
ation, and development of artistic or creative
talent).

Minimal effects theories. A collection of theories
that suggest the power and influence of the
mass media are not as great as once thought.

N-step theory. A variation of the “two-step flow of
communication” model, which states that indi-
viduals seldom receive information from only
one opinion leader; they are likely to turn to
different opinion leaders for each issue on
which they form an opinion.

Opinion leader. A person who has the ability and
position to influence the opinions and behav-
iors of others. Such individuals can be catego-
rized as formal opinion leaders who are in
elected or appointed office, or informal opin-
ion leaders who influence others through per-
sonal characteristics.

Powerful effects theories. A collection of theories,
including the magic bullet theory, that de-
scribes the high level of influence exerted by
the mass media.

Press agentry/publicity model. A communication
model in which the practitioner uses mainly
one-way communication to promote products,
services, and events.

Public information model. A communications

model in which the practitioner uses mainly

one-way communication to disseminate infor-
mation to the public.

Social learning theory. A theory that suggests that
people adopt not only their opinions from
modeling others but also their behaviors—es-
pecially those behaviors they see modeled for
them in the media.

Source credibility theory. Developed by Carl
Hovland, this theory suggests that the major
factor in whether or not a message is believed
is the credibility of its source, whether it be a
person or an organization.

Thematic framing theory. A theory similar to
episodic framing, but is different in that it in-
cludes a “triggering event.”

Theory. A set of assumptions that is used to explain
how a pracess works and to make predictions
as to what will result from that process.

Two-step flow of communication. A communica-
tion model in which information reaches the
source only after passing through a third party
known as an opinion leader.

Two-way asymmetric model. A model using
two-way communication to persuade audi-
ences to change their points of view without
compromise.

Two-way symmetric medel. A model using two-
way communication to achieve mutual under-
standing and resolve conflicts through
negotiation and compromise.

Unstructured attitude theory. A theory that as-

serts that in for-or-against issues, especially

those to be determined by a public vote, per-
suasive efforts can be effective with audiences
that are slightly in opposition to the idea, but
not strongly in opposition.



