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MASS COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY, 1(1/2), 85-98 

SCHOLARLY MILESTONES ESSAY 

Where Have All the Milestones Gone? 
The Decline of Significant Research 

on the Process and Effects 
of Mass Communication 

Melvin L. DeFleur 
College of Communication 

Boston University 

Between about 1930 and the early 1980s. a number of seminal research studies 
yielded most of todoy 's theories of the process and effects of mass communication. 
Since that time, few studies have made sign$cant theoretical contributions. This 
apparent slowdown is incornistent with certain trends in the media industries and in 
the academy that logically should result in greaterproduction of seminal studies. The 
question is why so few milestones have been produced in recent years? A possible 
answer is that cemin trendr are taking place in U.S. society that tend to reduce the 
number of ground-breaking studies that will be produced by contemporary academ- 
ics. Specifically, social scientists have turned from media studies to their more 
traditional research agenda; increasing attention is being paid to qualita five analysis 
by todoy 's media scholars, and many are now preoccupied with critical perspectives 
rather than research. Additionally, higher pay in applied research may be drawing 
bright doctors of philosophy away from basic studies; heavy use of part-time 
instructors increases the workload offull-time faculty; and, finally,funding for basic 
research in mass communication is increasingly difficult to find. 

Rquests for reprints should be sent to Melvin L. DeFleur, College of Communication, Boston 
University, 640 Commonwealth Avenue. Boston. MA 02215. E-mail: defleur@bu.edu 



Between about 1930 and the early 1980s, a number of studies were published that 
led to significant advances in understanding the process and effects of mass 
communication. Somdimes r e f a d  to as milestones, these were well-funded, 
large-scale efforts, conducted with iffIPorbRt Objbdivcs in mind, and bsscd on 
standards of methodology respected in their time (Lowery & DeFkur, 1995). A 
few were much more modest in scale, but whether large or small, they yielded 
important concepts, generalizations, and theories that arc now part of the accumu- 
lated knowledge of how the U.S. media function and the kinds of influences that 
they have on individuals and society. 

Since that period, there has not b#n a similar level of production of auch seminal 
studies. No widely henldcd invahgation has been producad in w l y  two dec- 
ades--one that provoked wide discussion and changed the way scholars think about 
the mass communication plocus. Many noteworthy shdias, even hundrcds of 
well-conducted and interesting investigations, have been reported. However, most 
focus on restricted topics or hypdmes, or arc e h  to explore issues raised by 
the earlier milestones. When asked by my publisher to revise a book summarizing 
the existing milestones and adding new ones, I could not identify even one that fit 
the same criteria as the earlier investigations (Lowery & DeFleur. 1995). 

It is the purpose of this essay to -t some of the reasons why the field of 
mass communication has changed in this nspect. The reasons advanced include a 
change in the agendas of the social sciences, a lack of a programmatic approach by 
media scholars, a shift to nonquantitative and critical modes of analysis by many 
writers. and changes in the work conditions of the professorate. 

THE CHANOINO RELATW -EN THE MEDIA 
AND THE ACADEMY 

A number of trends in U.S. society would s#m logcdly to Iced to a pdiction that 
important research on the process and infiuenccs of moos communication would 
have increased, rather than dacnased. Specifically, the media have expMdad and 
become more complex; their Iebor force has grown c m s i ~ l y ;  and colle~es and 
universities now offer far more instruction related to work in the media labor force 
than ever before. Yet, as already rnentiontd, there has been no corresponding 
increase in the production of ground-breaking studies. 

The Growth of the Media Labor Force 

It is now widely understood that over the last half-century the United States 
increasingly became an information society. In the older manufacturing-basad 
economy, blue-collar employee worked on factory floars producing things with 
their hands and machines. However, after midccntury, more than half of our 
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workers were manipulating words and numbers to provide both products and 
services. With the coming of the computer revolution and the increasing globali- 
zation of the economy, the pace of that change has accelerated. 

One reason that the percentage of the workforce manipulating symbols, as 
opposed to things, has increased greatly is that our media system has continued to 
expand. Before midcentury that system included only telegraph, telephone, print, 
radio, and film. Today, it includes not only all of the earlier media, but also fax, 
cellular phones, video-cassette recorders, television, cable, satellite television 
delivery, and the Internet-with its e-mail, local networks, and World Wide Web. 
As the media system expanded, a corresponding need for communication specialists 
and practitioners grew. This, in turn, increased the need for media-related education 
and has expanded the number of communication professors. scholars, and re- 
searchers. 

The Growth of Media-Related Curricula 

Preparing a well-educated labor force for the media industries posed a new 
challenge for colleges and universities. At the close of World War 11, there was a 
very limited relation between the mass media and the U.S. academy. Journalists 
had been educated on campus for decades, but that was not the case for other media 
professionals. Only a limited number of fledgling programs existed to prepare 
students for careers in movie making and radio broadcasting or other media 
employment. No degree programs existed in such fields as advertising or public 
relations.' As television usage spread, a similar situation prevailed. Institutions were 
slow to offer industry-related curricula. In the more general field of mass commu- 
nication studies, there certainly were no advanced academic programs designed 
around studies of research and theory development. 

The 1960s saw the beginnings of a gradual and long-term expansion in the 
number of programs, departments. schools, and other academic units with curricula 
focused specifically on the mass media. Some were theory- and research-based 
programs. Others were professionally oriented, providing for media-related career 
training. At present, undergraduate, master's, and doctoral degree programs in mass 
communication exist on many campuses. Professional programs prepare students 
with the skills needed in such fields as advertising, public relations, film production, 
and broadcast news. Some programs remain theory oriented, preparing students to 
conduct basic research on mass communication. In the professional schools, in 
particular, many of the courses are now taught by part-time professors. often 
brought in from the media. In such settings, the study of research methods and 
theory development may be marginal at best or simply ignored. 

 he first bachelor's degree program in public relations was established at Boston University in 1947. 



Today, students can graduate with a &pee in, or at l e a  a nujor in. media-re- 
latcd communication at the m r i t y  of U.S. institutions of hi#wr h i n g .  The 
numbers rise or fall from time to time, but s o m w h  betwoen 5% and 10% of all 
undergraduate and graduate d q p ~ ~  now granted in the United SnaQ me in various 
fields of media-related communication. 

That change has not always bocn a smooth one. Media-ielrt#l studies arc still 
regarded with suspicion by many traditionalists on campus. They are not always 
respected by professors, or even a d m i n ~ o n ,  from the physical, biological. and 
social sciences. Nevertheless, course work in such fields as sdvatising, public 
relations, marketing communication, magazine pubiishieg, film lad television 
production, broa&est journalism, and the use of the Inttraet as a d u m  for public 
communication are now providing an osnual pool of c d l e p  g d ~  that can be 
hired to exercise the many specialized skills that are at the heart of those industries. 

THE DECLINE IN THE PRODWCTION OF %=ARCH 
MILESTONES 

From these thret trends one might logically predict that there would be a corre- 
sponding increase in significant research on the process d effects of mass 
communication. Few would di~agras with the conclusion W tba growi~g presence 
and importance of mass communication in the lives of individuals has inct.cased 
the need to understand their nature and influences. It follows, then, that scholars in 
the communications disciplines should now be fomrulatia$ and rerrisg more and 
better theories, many with practical importance, to explain how the media function 
and how they influence people. both individually and collectively. 

However, in fact, that has not been the case. The development of media theory 
seems stalled. For a time, earlier in the 20th century, schdarly inquiry d the 
development of research-based theories to explain the prurccaa and &ts of mass 
communication did increase at a rapid r e .  Startiq even before World War II, and 
continuing until the e d y  1980s. scholars conducted a nullfber of seminal studies 
aimed at understanding the nature. functions, and con-s of moss cornmu- 
nication. 

As the scientific study of media influences got underway, it was pychalogists 
and sociologists who provided lesdtrshii. Some of the Paw Fund sbdks con- 
cluded that movies had powerful influences on c h i k n  (Blurmr, 1933). Later, in 
1938, a quantitative study repartad that a radio program pr- millions of 
people to panic (Canail, 1940). These findings r e i n f d  bdiafs in themagic bullct 
theory, an earlier and now discredited formukion exploiaiq that the msdia had 
immediate, unifonn, and powerful effbcts on all who were expasad to their 
messages. Later, as additional studies were reported, the concept of powerful media 
began to be questioned (DeFleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1989). The results from studies 
of the influences of training films by the U.S. Army led to a new formulation, now 



termed the selective and limited influence theory. It explained that the media could 
change beliefs, opinions, attitudes, or behavior for only some people under some 
circumstances (Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheftield, 1949). The classic Erie County 
study of media influences on a presidential election campaign showed that belief 
in powerful, immediate, uniform, and widespread effects was no longer tenable. 
This milestone also led to important theoretical concepts, such as the two-step flow 
of communication and personal influence (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944). 
Clearly, empirical research was beginning to reveal with greater accuracy the 
complex relation between the mass media and their audiences. 

Additional milestone research revealed that the media were not particularly 
powerful, that the audience was highly selective, and that the process of shaping 
people's beliefs, attitudes, and behavior with mass communications is very com- 
plex. Studies now regarded as classics yielded such insights as the uses and 
gratifications theory, explaining that audiences used content from the media as 
guides for their personal choices and derived many psychological rewards from 
exposure to mass communications (Herzog, 1944). Another modest experiment led 
to modeling theory, which explained the influence of media-depicted models of 
actions or situations on acquiring new forms of behavior (Bandura. 1965). A study 
of Iowa farmers in a relatively obscure journal provided the foundation for adoption 
of innovation theory, describing the pattern followed when people begin using new 
products or processes after obtaining information from the media (Ryan & Gross, 
1943). Other classic research yielded theories of persuasion. explaining how the 
structure and other features of a message were related to changing beliefs, attitudes, 
and behavior (Hovland. Janis, & Kelly, 1953). A study of a small community 
showed how personal influence was exercised in the two-step flow of communica- 
tion from the media to opinion leaders, and from them to others who did not attend 
directly (Katz & Lazarsfeld. 1955). More recently, agenda-setting theory was 
formulated to explain how levels of prominence selected by the media in forming 
their agenda play a part in setting personal agendas among their audiences 
(McCombs & Shaw, 1972). 

At one point, attention to television almost crowded out research on other media. 
Its influences on individuals and society were addressed in literally thousands of 
studies (Pearl, Bouthilet, & Lazar, 1982). A major focus was on the relation between 
portrayed violence on TV and aggressive conduct in children and youth. This issue 
was a specid focus for psychologists. 'Iheir interest was not so much on the process 
of mass communication, as such, but on media-provided stimulus factors that 
produce aggressive or violent behavior. By the end of the 1970s. it seemed clear 
that under certain circumstances. the portrayal of violence in television content 
could increase somewhat the probability of aggressive behavior in some kinds of 
children. That generalization still represents what we now know about that issue. 

In retrospect, then, the decades from the 1930s to the early 1980s, appear to have 
been a kind of golden age of research on mass communication. During that period 



a significant n u m b  of studies had eop~cially krgb thcudcai yield. Some were 
large-scale efforts like the massive Payne Fund studies (Clrrlars, 1933); o h  
were methodological masterpieces, like the Eaie County invu@iion (harsfi ld 
et al., 1944). Few wen prognmm&c--an excaption being tbe Yale studies of 
persuasion (Hovlond et al., 1949). Others were s d l  in scope, but hxmicaily 
important. 

Early in the 19808, however, the golden age all but c a m  to an end. That is not 
to imply that resauch on mass c o m m u n ~ n  ccarad. During the Lest two dscrdes 
thousands of studies have been published. However, muat explod very s p d k  
issues or narrowly focused hyjmhses; same ccteetcd or orwliQd extensions of ideas 
generated by the original milastones. Perhaps m y  scholus will challenge these 
conclusions, or claim that their personal rasearch, or their favorite recent study, 
should be regarded as truly seminal. Perhaps they would k-t. Overall, however, 
there has k e n  a conspicuous decline in theoretical advamm in the scudy of mass 
communication compared to the earlier period. 

A major question is, Why? Are today's resaerchers less c r d v e ?  Are the 
questions of d i a  functioning and influences any less important? Are members 
of the public apathetic and u~ntU'e~ted in how mass coatrnunicrtions influonce 
them and their children? Is research on mias communicrrioas unrewaniiag, either 
in terms of personal imkmt or academic dvurccmnt? The aaswecs to d l  of t h e  
questions seem to be a resounding "no." Today's mearchas aqrrolly smw end 
energetic; they have reoeuch m4thods IUKI computer tools at their command that 
the ol&r generation lacked; the public is still con@; scholars still macarch 
to develop reputations for career advanccmcnt. Mac, then, have all thc milestones 
gone? 

The answer to why there has been a decline in theoretical productivity in the 
study of the moss media has no easy answer, but a case can be made tbat it lies in 
a complex set of changes tha! have taken place, both in society as a whole, and in 
the academy more directly. The sections that follow discuss those changes in an 
attempt to provide an explanation of why the production of influential mcmch has 
slowed, or even stopped. 

One factor has been the withdrawal of social scientis+who conducted most 
of the early milestones-from the mainstream of media m h .  A second is the 
failure to develop and establish a programmatic approach to the investigation of 
media processes and influences. A third is the shift away from science to qualitative 
studies and a focus on criticism within the communication disciplines. A fourth 
factor is the loss of talented researchers who lave  the low pay of the academy to 
earn high salaries elsewhae. A fifth is that funds for studias of mess communica- 
tion, especially from federal swrces, am more difficult to obtain at prtsent than 
was the case during the golden age of media research. Sixth, and finally, there have 
been changes in the work environment of collage and u n i d t y  professon in the 
field of mass communication that may limit their ability to conduct research 
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resulting in significant scholarly publication. Each of these factors can be discussed 
more fully. 

THE SHIFTING AGENDA OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES 

At present, the study of mass communication and its influences on individuals and 
society is not at center stage in the social and behavioral sciences. It was at an earlier 
time. After pioneering the investigation of the influences of mass communications, 
such fields as social psychology and sociology went on to pursue other agendas. 
To illustrate, between 1940 and the end of the 1950s. among the most respected 
media scholars were sociologists Lazarsfeld and Merton. Both of these world-class 
researchers made the study of mass media central to their discipline. Similarly, in 
social psychology, Hovland was conducting his classic experiments on communi- 
cation and persuasion. During the 1960s, many psychologists were focusing 
intensely on the relation between television and violence. By the 1970s. however, 
their participation declined and their influence waned. Other kinds of scholars were 
undertaking media studies and distinguished sociologists and psychologists were 
no longer the central figures pushing forward the cutting edge. That does not mean 
that research on mass communication ceased. For a time, the issue of violence and 
children continued to be almost a one-dimensional concern. 

What happened was that the social science agenda changed. For many in those 
disciplines, the level of importance assigned to the study of media effects was 
reduced by attention to other concerns. As the late 1960s and early 1970s came, 
sociologists and psychologists turned to studies of deviant behavior, such as the 
causes of the rising crime rate, youthful violence, drug use, the influences of the 
counterculture, the roots and consequences of social inequalities, such as racial and 
ethnic discrimination, and the unequal status of woman in society. The study of 
deviant behavior and the problems of disadvantaged people have always been 
central in social science. Even many of the early studies of mass communications 
were conducted as a means of furthering these objectives. In other words, social 
scientists who had conducted media studies earlier retuned to their traditional 
concerns, leaving basic research on the process and influences of mass communi- 
cation to others. 

THE LACK OF A PROGRAMMATIC APPROACH 

Even during the golden age, when a series of well-known studies yielded significant 
theoretical advances, mass communication research was never conducted program- 
matically. With few exceptions, each study was a one-shot enterprise, done inde- 
pendently for its own sponsor's reasons. Such research sought short-term objectives 



that were deemed important .at the time. There was no thcorsticol trail being 
followed. or accumulative refinement of concepts leading from the results of one 
study to the design of the next. In contrast, programmatic research and concept 
refinement is often the case in the physical and biological sciences, where one 
investigator's results yield insights or thedcal a d v m  that open pathways 
taken by subsequent researchers. Even today, mass communication wearch seldom 
follows a programmatic approach, hdding bsck the pace of thsonrical develop 
ment. 
The lack of integration between studies is also reflected in the msthodology 

employed in mass communication mearch. For example. concepts are oftan 
defined in a multiplicity of ways from one study to the next, with ssch researcher 
conceptualizing variables difhentiy fmm tbedah- of previouo invdgrors.  
Such basic procedures as measurement, sdtction, and statistical analysis 
are conducted differently from one inveatigntor to the next, even when mmchers 
are studying essentially the same phenomena. Such a l ~ f k  of mathodalogical 
standardization makes it difficult to mplicatc studies of a particular process or effect, 
reducing the ability of investigators to accumulate evidence related to specific 
generalizations, hypotheses, or theories. It seems likely that this unintcgratad 
approach will continue to be a handicap to the development of future mikstones. 

THE SHltT TO NOPJQUANTITATIVE AND CRITICAL 
MODES OF ANALYSIS 

In earlier years, when social scientists mam@ the reseuch agenda of mass 
communication, the accepted epistemology for research was & f i d  by the ~ l e s  
of natural science. Empirical observation of indcpcn&nt and dapcndent variables 
within a system of controls was required. Evidence was gathasd within well-un- 
derstood requirements for valid and reliable measurement. Qumtitative analysis of 
data was assumed. Statistical probsbility provided the ecceprtd criterion for making 
decisions about results. As social scientists began to turn to diffaent agendas, other 
kinds of investigators, using other approaches to the accumulation of knowledge 
about the media, took thcir place. Today, many media scholars are not well-trained 
in, are not committed t w r  in& are openly critical of-& postulates, proce- 
dures, and requirements of science. Such scholars often use a qualitative and 
intuitive approach to describe the nature of various features and processes of mass 
communication. Although such an approach has merit in many costs, it is not likely 
to produce significant milestones in research that will provide a foundation for 
theoretical breakthroughs or definitive assessments of existimg formulations. 

The reasons for that pessimistic conclusion an not complex. Whalcvcr the merits 
of qualitative research, it lacks some of the features of scienca that for centuries 
made it the acceptable mode of analysis employed to advance knowledge in a 
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multitude of disciplines. Specifically, qualitative research is limited in rigor in that 
it does not use control procedures to identify and limit the influence of extraneous 
variables. It does not provide for tests of validity and reliability in measurement, 
or other forms of observation. It lacks clear criteria for accepting or rejecting 
conclusions and does not provide for assessments of generalizability of findings. 
Thus, qualitative investigation is unable to provide for effective replication, and it 
does not make use of systematic criteria for deciding when propositions are, or are 
not, supported by evidence. Therefore. although qualitative studies can be interest- 
ing, insightful, and useful, especially as a means of first exploring some new 
research domain, they are not likely to yield major milestones in research that 
advance theories in the field of mass communication. 

Another problem is the number of scholars who engage mainly in criticism of 
the media and their content. These writers make use of ideological, as opposed to 
scientific, perspectives to reach conclusions about the process and effects of mass 
communication. They are committed to various forms of critical analysis, whether 
from a so-called cultural perspective, from an ideology derived from Marxism, or 
from convictions about hegemony said to be exercised by some broad conspiracy 
of owners, exporters, the government, or others seeking to exploit audiences. Such 
scholars provide interesting interpretations of what is wrong with our media and 
their content, or how someone is improperly using audiences to gain political power 
or profit. However, they seem to produce little in the way of systematic, empirically 
verified conclusions of how mass communication takes place, or how the media 
influence individuals and society. 

There arc several reasons why the current growth in the numbers of academics 
committed to critical analysis of the media is unlikely to produce seminal findings 
that push forward the envelope of understanding. For one thing, critical analysis 
rests on very different assumptions than science. Essentially the "postulates" of 
science assume (a) that there is order or patterns in the phenomena under study, (b) 
that patterned relations between variables can best be detected through controlled 
empirical observation, (c) that relations of cause and effect between variables can 
be identified through such study, and (d) any conclusions reached are tentative and 
subject to modification, or even rejection, as a result of further observation (DeFleur 
& Dennis, 1996). 

In conuast, critical cultural analysis, or related perspectives based on assump- 
tions of hegemony, are based on a different epistemology shared among those who 
study the media with these perspectives. Conclusions and interpretations are already 
decided on before the analysis begins. They are derived a priori from the ideology 
rather than from unbiased and systematic empirical observation. This is a problem 
with all politically or religiously derived ideologies. Proof-in the form of empiri- 
cal evidence obtained from unbiased observation-is not needed. The prior con- 
victions of the already converted provide su%ci.mt verification for whatever 
conclusions arc advanced or claims are made. Such exercises may train students 



for jobs in a nonexistent critical cultural indusby, but thcy contribute little to the 
development of a tested body of explanations of the process Plld c f k U  of mass 
communication. 

That is not to say that the voices of those specializing in critical cultural 
perspectives should not be heard. Robust discussion of claim md conclusions is 
one of the great strengths of the American universities. John Milbn (16441965) 
said it wall in Aeropgitica, his tnotise on frebdoPn to publish withaut prior consent 
by the Crown: "Let Truth and Fddtoad grppk; whoever knew lhrth put to the 
worse, in a free and open encounter" (p. 409). TIw, the merkeplrce of khs  seems 
likely to allow those who rely on the scientific method to prevail. Those who limit 
their analyses of the media to ideological criticism are libaly in the long run to be 
relegated to the sidelines. Ihe  bottom line, then, is that the m i h e o  of the future 
will be products of carefully conductad scimtific rcswch, as opposed to quatitative 
writings or ideological criticism. 

CHANGING WORK CONDITIONS OF ACADEMICS 

Three additional factors have appeared in recent decades tbst seem likely to limit 
progress in understending the nature of mers communication. One is that many of 
the bright young people who do attain a mosbery of the eckntific metkod in doctoral 
programs may never use it to conduct basic studies of the influtnces d functioning 
of the media. Another is that since the period in which the last mikstones were 
produced, funding for nscarch on mass communication haa become increasingly 
difficult to obtain. Still another is that the academy itself is changing in ways that 
may discourage rather than encourage difficult and large-scak investigations. 

The Movement of Capable Reoeerchers From the 
Academy to Industry 

A clear trend among media-related industries is that they have discovered rewwch. 
This happened because clients who hire advertising firms, public relations v i e s ,  
or other groups that offer services or consultiag on co~lmunicrtion problems want 
to see what kind of results they are getting for the fees that tkcy pay. Romotional 
efforts are expsive,  whether for selling a product, improving an inrsge, or getting 
elected. Earlier, practitioners would show thou clients that they M p l d  h i r  
ads, public relations messeges, or election campaign a r m o u f ~ ~ ~ ~ W ~  in various 
media. Both parties would thtn assume that 1- of people wouM be exposed to the 
messages and would thereby be intkrencsd by them. 

Today, no such assumptions arc enterrainad. Rasemh milcstonao, prodwed 
over the decades discussed earlier. have shown that achieving effect8 through mass 
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communication is not that simple. Clients want empirical evidence that people are 
not only aware of their ads or campaigns, but also that they have been influenced 
by them. This means that they want research to be conducted to provide a factual 
basis for claims made by communications practitioners. For this reason, an applied 
communication research industry is growing in the business, industrial, and com- 
mercial world. Surveys, focus group studies, content analyses, and opinion polls 
are now routinely conducted to provide answers to practical problems and to assess 
potential outcomes. These may be as mundane as what is the best color for a package 
of cereal, or as complex as deciding what attack ads are most likely to provide an 
edge in an election without backfiring on the candidate who uses them. 

One of the most difficult aspects of conducting such research is locating and 
hiring research specialists who are fully trained in the techniques that are required 
for planning studies, gathering the needed data, performing the appropriate statis- 
tical analyses, and preparing reports that can be understood by clients who are not 
sophisticated in research methods. There is, in any realistic sense, only one category 
of persons who can provide effective leadership to a team that does these things. 
That person is a talented product of a doctor of philosophy (PhD) program, 
preferably in mass communication, who has mastered the mysteries of quantitative 
research methodology and who has the writing and speaking skills required. Those 
who take such employment, as opposed to toiling in the vineyards of academe, are 
likely to make salaries that make the pay of an assistant professor seem like a 
begrudged welfare check. Pay levels that are double, or often triple, those paid to 
PhDs who elect to teach are not at all uncommon. For this reason, a mini-brain-drain 
appears to be starting-a drain that channels capable researchers out of the profes- 
sorate. If this continues, many of the brightest and best scholars-PhDs who might 
have produced the next milestones-will be drawn away to the more practical and 
more lucrative world of applied communication research. 

Declining Funding for Basic Mass Communication 
Research 

During the 1960s and 1970s. public interest in the effects of mass communication 
was at an all-time high. Massive funding became available from such federal 
agencies as the National Institutes of Mental Health after Congress identified the 
issue of violence and the media as one that deeply concerned parents. Moreover, 
rising rates of crime, delinquency, civil disturbances, substance abuse, and other 
forms of deviant behavior were widely attributed to media influences. 

Since that time of abundant government funding, however, the amount of 
financial support for media-related research has clearly declined. There has long 
been some funding available from private foundations, but even here there is a 
decreasing interest in supporting basic research on the process and effects of mass 



communication. The limited sJggott t h a t o w  teads to be in amas w h  ths media 
are thought to play a rok in p d g  brluvior tbot porrs a public bulrh hazsrd. 
For example, studies of such iso~es as the influence of liqwr advati~ing on the 
consumption habits of youth, or thc rolc of madiP models in pmm@bg cktldman to 
begin smolmg, are project8 tbat have raantly bmn iuadsd.2 ' h e o d d  rce6pch, 
focusing on the ways in which media content is shaping nonpoMem behavior or 
central values in the U.S. culture would be difficult to fund. 

Changes in The Work Environment of C&gm and 
University Teachers 

Finally, current changes within t h e a d m y  h l f  eeumdesigmd to limit the interest 
of the bright young papic who might hhk about entaPiag the W i n g  profsssion. 
This may place limits on the pmpccts for the future production of mly silgrificant 
research milestones. One ominous situation is the great increw in the number of 
part-time instructors that are now offering courses to communication students. 
According to Walker (1998), this is a national trend that ie by no means limited to 
the communication disciplines. Although part-time instructors am oftan wonderful 
people, they do not spend the time on campus requid to advise students, serve on 
departmental commitkcs, help studtnts plur and conduct thsses or dkamions, 
participate in student organizations, and all the rat. Typically, the pat-timer arrives 
at his or her class, offas a lecture, chats briefly with studmats for a short time, and 
then departs. 

A related trend is that undergraduate aarollnwts are rising aad arc prsdictad to 
soar in the years ahead as a result of earlicl. c b n j p  in the bbrtbrrtc (-a, 1998). 
With more part-timers and fewer full-time faculty avuLble to take care of non- 
teaching duties, and more student~ to deal with, less end less time will be avsilabk 
to plan and conduct research. 

Challenges to tenure offer another ominous situation. Professional schools, in 
particular, are easy targets for l y i e k  d sdninistrators who seek to abolish 
this traditional protection for academics. Some opponents see ten= mainly as a 
matter of undeserved job security for professors, but there are abundant cases every 
year to show that instructors are at risk in some institutions if they speak out or 
publish facts, state views. or reach conclusions that are not approved--either by 
central administrrrtion, by some large donor to the institution, or by a controlling 
political figure. Moreover, tenute offers not only protection in the area of academic 
freedom, but also the ability to pursue a long-range project--such as a milestone 
in mass communication research-that may have no t q U c  nsults for several 
years. In a situation where some sort of s c ~ l a t l y  product has to be produced every 

'AS an exunpk, ace Rcquaetr for hpmab. k&d ~ t ~ t o l  of ~bxthol and ~lcohd A ~ W .  
"Effects of Alcohol Advertising on U d m g e  Drinking," M m m y  2,1998 *PA: AA-9WX2). 



SCHOLARLY MILESTONES ESSAY 97 

year to gain extension of a short-term contract, abolishing the protection of tenure 
may very well inhibit a researcher from undertaking the kind of time commitment 
required to produce a major contribution. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

A golden age of research productivity in the study of the processes and effects of 
mass communication appears to have existed from the decade just before World 
War I1 until the early 1980s. During that time a number of studies yielded most of 
the theoretical perspectives explaining the influences on individuals and society 
that are at the heart of our understanding of the process and effects of mass 
communication. Since that time. milestone studies have not been produced at the 
same rate. This slowdown seems inconsistent with the increase in the number and 
reach of media, the growth of their labor force, and the expansion of media-related 
curricula on U.S. campuses. Those trends would seem to predict a corresponding 
increase in significant media research and further theory development. 

There appear to be a number of complex reasons why the development of 
knowledge about the process and influences of mass communication has stalled. 
For one thing. social scientists, who were responsible in large part for the earlier 
surge in media research, have returned to their traditional agendas and media 
research is no longer at center stage in either psychology or sociology as once was 
the case. Among those who continue to study mass communication, new episte- 
mologies have in part replaced those central to science. Qualitative research is now 
a more accepted strategy than it was earlier, even though this approach is not likely 
to produce additional milestones. Furthermore, many media scholars have little 
interest in--or indeed are openly hostile to-the methods and epistemology of 
science. Instead, they are committed to criticism of the media, following the dictates 
of an ideology rather than the implications of findings based on empirical data. 
These writers are quite unlikely to produce additional milestones. 

In addition, the conditions of work in the academy are undergoing change. Those 
who become well-trained in quantitative research now have opportunities open to 
them for well-paid employment in nonacademic and applied settings. In such roles 
they are unlikely to produce milestones yielding additional theories. Another 
limiting situation is that sources of funding for many of the milestone studies are 
not now supporting media-related research. Finally, part-time instructors teach 
many courses, leaving an additional workload of advising, departmental chores, 
and other responsibilities to those who teach on a full-time basis. With rising 
enrollments ahead, this will limit the time that professors have for research. All of 
these factors, taken together, are likely to slow rather than promote additional 
milestone investigations that will advance theoretical understanding of mass com- 
munication and its influences. 
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