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The Rise and Fall of the
Limited Effects Model
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Something named the “limited effects model” of mass communication did not
emerge before the 1970s, at the very moment it was being called into question.
Indeed, “limited effects” seems to have been a locution favored, if not invented, by
its critics, who sometimes mischaracterized it and exaggerated its dominance as a
paradigm governing media research in the previous decades. The story of its rise,
fall, and continued life extends from the 1940s to the present and provides a window
into broader stories about the intellectual and institutional development of media
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studies in the second half of the twentieth century. It is a story about the perceived
mainstream of social scientific media studies in the postwar era, which intersects
with a number of the other foundations, moments, and approaches discussed in this
volume. It grew up in an assemblage centered upon Columbia University, whose
sociology program in the 1940s would come to rival — and eventually surpass — the
University of Chicago’s. The assemblage centered around Paul Lazarsfeld (1900—
1976) and the Bureau of Applied Social Research (known as the Office of Radio
Research before 1945), heirs like the University of Chicago to Enlightenment projects
of scientifically oriented knowledge production and ideologically committed to plu-
ralistic liberalism and social democracy. They would develop their so-called limited
effects model through empirical studies of decision-making behavior related to
the media of the early 1940s — radio, newspapers, magazines, and motion pictures.
Emerging from studies funded by commercial and government agencies, the model
articulated with a distinct political economy of research and thinking. Built upon the
intellectual labor of women and ethnic outsiders, the model trails a distinctive and
mostly unacknowledged social history. Named and taken to task in the 1970s by
Marxian critical and cultural scholars (as well as critics from within the ranks of
objectivist social science), the limited effects model reveals some of the main fault
lines and boundary disputes of media studies since then. Revisiting it allows us to
check and correct our collective memories of the field and also to reflect on elements
of classic Columbia research that have been revived and extended in our own time.

First a word about definitions. The notion of “limited” media effects indexes
several overlapping but analytically distinct ideas, frameworks, and propositions
which are not always distinguished in discussions of the model. On the one hand,
“limited” can mean minimal, as in the idea that “the media are not very important
in the formation of public opinion,” as Todd Gitlin (1978, p. 207) put it in his care-
fully documented and very influential critique. “Limited” in this sense could be
contrasted with “powerful” effects, a meaning Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann (1973)
operated with implicitly when she introduced her alternative paradigm for under-
standing media, soon to be called the “spiral of silence” theory. Alternatively, “limited”
can refer to an absence of direct effects, meaning that media influence on audiences
is generally limited by social and psychological filtering mechanisms — “[s]elective
attention, selective perception, selective retention, selective recall,” for instance, in
addition to membership in groups whose beliefs and cultural stereotypes condition
response to mass media (Bauer, 1973, pp. 143, 148). These mediating devices, often
captured under the headings of selectivity and interpersonal relations, are said to
limit the kind and amount of influence that media might exercise on individuals.
More precisely, selectivity and interpersonal relations are said to limit the ability of
the media to change people’s attitudes, opinions, and behaviors. In both inflections,
“limited effects” has typically been linked to the two-step flow model of communica-
tion — the idea that media campaigns and information flow to local opinion leaders
who in turn pass them on to others via face-to-face talk. In its classic formulations
in the 1940s and 1950s, the two-step flow model was linked with research data that
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indicated that interpersonal influence exercised a stronger force than mass media on
the opinion formation and decision-making of individuals. In comparison with
people around us, then, media were said to have relatively limited effects. Critics
would jump on that conclusion, the research methods that fed it, and the broader
view of media, power, and society that underwrote it.

In this chapter, I will sketch the rise, fall, and recent revivals of components of the
lirited effects model. I'll launch the tale in the 1970s, when Gitlin and others named
and historically amplified its significance as they advanced their own alternative
understandings and theoretical approaches. From there, I will turn back to the emer-
gence, consolidation, and diffusion of the two-step flow and limited effects ideas at
Columbia and elsewhere from the 1940s through the 1960s. Among other points, |
will show how it was built on an empirical base of women’s talk, took initial shape
as one model among several at Columbia, and rose to a position of rhetorical power
— though not, I argue, clear or overwhelming dominance. I'll then go on to trace
developments and criticisms of the semi-independent two-step flow and limited
effects ideas in the 1960s and early 1970s, before Gitlin and other paradigm-shifting
critics weighed in. From there, I consider ways that the “limited effects model” came
into symbolic focus and did historical-and rhetorical work in the 1980s and after, in
addition to reflecting on ways that some of its core insights have reappeared in ways
we have come to think about audiences, communicative flows, and networks today.

“Limited Effects”: Birth in Death

Before 1975, the term “limited effects” was rarely, if ever, used to name a model or
paradigm for understanding media. It entered academic parlance over the next several
years, and within a decade it had become a commonplace in media studies. It gained
that status through work done by critics, some of whom marshaled the label explicitly;
others who energetically questioned the findings, focus, and overarching framework it
pointed to. Among the earliest adopters of the term was Steven Chaffee, the Wilbur
Schramm-trained student of mass communication and politics whom one observer
called “the outstanding communication research scholar of his generation” (Alexander,
2001)." Operating from the horizons of positivist, objectivist social science, Chaffee
took a shot at the model in the ground-clearing introduction to his edited 1975 volume,
Political Communication. “This book has been produced by social scientists who are
willing to assume, in some degree or another, that the study of political communica-
tion needs to be approached from fresh intellectual perspectives, and with new tools,”
he announced (p. 15), before moving on to specify his intellectual target:

At least since the publication in 1960 of [{Joseph] Klapper's major synthesis of the
Columbia University findings of only limited political effects of the mass media, it has
been typical in academic circles to assume that communication campaigns can make
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only minor dents in the political edifice. Citizens’ processing of media information has
been thought to be highly selective, conditioned by partisan predispositions, and sub-
ordinate to interpersonal influences (the “two-step flow”). Almostany message received,
so it seemed, would stand a good chance of having at most the net effect of reinforcing
the person’s existing cognitive state. This limited effects model is simply not believed
by the authors of the chapters that follow. The possibility that media effects on politics
are only minor remains, but it is not assumed in this book. Instead many of these chap-
ters are devoted to an analysis of the narrow range of studies from which limited efects
have been inferred — and to proposing alternate directions for research that might
demonstrate how limited the limited-effects model is. {Chaffee, 1975, p. 19)

Chatfee had been investigating the media’s role in political socialization of the young
for several years at that point, and had come to recognize the part it played in increas-
ing political knowledge for those who paid attention to it (e.g. Chaffee, Ward, Scotz,
& Tipton, 1970). Now he was naming his foe, not yet sure whether to hyphenate the
phrase “limited effects,” but about to push forward with a series of criticisms of
the model’s deficiencies in understanding the fuller range of relations among media
and politics, culminating in a thoroughgoing critique-cum-historical reconstruction
of the model under the rubric of “the beginnings of political communication research
in the United States” (Chaffee, 1977, 1978; Chaffee & Choe, 1980; Chaffee &
Hochheimer, 1985; Chaffee & Wilson, 1977).

While Chaffee criticized “limited effects” as a model for political communication,
the young critical media sociologist Todd Gitlin would cast it in broader relief — as
the dominant model for media research writ large — in his thoroughgoing and
influential critique, “Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm” (1978). Gitlin didn’t
use the new “limited effects” label, but his eloquent opening salvo made clear what
his target would be: “Since the Second World War, as mass media in the United States
have become more concentrated in ownership, more centralized in operations, more
national in reach, more pervasive in presence, sociological study of the media has
been dominated by the theme of the relative powerlessness of the broadcasters” (p.
205). Shortly thereafter, Gitlin made a powerful identifying assertion: “The dominant
paradigm in the field since World War II has been, clearly, the cluster of ideas,
methods, and findings associated with Paul F. Lazarsfeld and his school: the search
for specific, measurable, short-term, individual, attitudinal and behavioral ‘effects’ of
media content, and the conclusion that media are not very important in the forma-
tion of public opinion. Within the whole configuration,” he went on, “the most
influential single theory has been, most likely, ‘the two-step flow of communica-
tions”” (p. 207).

Gitlin proceeded to unleash a devastating critique of Lazarsfeld, the dominant
paradigm, and the field that was shaped by them, which he traced from The People’s
Choice (Lazarsteld, Berelson, & Gaudert, 1944), the classic Columbia study of the 1940
presidential election campaign, through Klapper’s “definitive compilation of the
field’s early stages” in The Effects of Mass Communication (1960). He devoted most of
his attention however to Elihu Katz and Lazarsfeld’s Personal Influence (2005), based
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) called it “the founding document
he two-step flow model, its attention

an entire field of inquiry” (p. 208), codifying
to short-run changes in individual attitudes and behavior, and its conclusion that
media power was limited in comparison to interpersonal influence. Gitlin traced the

model back to its origins in marketing research and its self-proclaimed advance over
what he called an “earlier ‘hypodermic’ theory” in which society is conceived as a

“mass society, and mass communications ‘inject’ ideas, attitudes, and dispositions

toward behavior into passive, atomized, extremely vulnerable individuals” (p. 210).

He critiqued its “administrative” mentality attuned to the needs of marketers and

political campaigners and directing its narrow, positivist attention to influences on
individual decisions to buy soap or vote for a candidate, and he argued that its con-
clusions about limited media power were unsupported by the facts marshaled for it.
More broadly, he claimed that the view had the effect of deflecting attention from
media as they operated at the macro level - e.g., in defining shared reality, establish-
ing and undercutting the legitimacy of institutions and movements, and shaping
political agendas and public images. The paradigm reflected an “abstracted empiri-
cism{. . .] concretely founded on the prevailing political and commercial cultare” (p.
240), and indirectly doing "its share to consolidate and legitimize the cornucopian
regime of mid-century capitalism” (p. 245).

Gitlin's critique flew at the dawning of a new moment in media studies, and what
he called “the beginning of the decomposition of the going paradigm itself” (p. 206).
As evidence, he cited Chaffee’s Political Communication (1975), Maxwell McCombs
and Donald Shaw’s "Agenda-Setting Function of the Mass Media” (1972), and “in
England, the alternative approach of cultural studies,” mentioning Stuart Hall's work
among others (Gitlin, 1978, p. 246, n.2; compare Gouldner, 1976, pp. 149-150). Hall
would weigh in with his own influential critique of Lazarsfeld a few years later, pivot:
ing from it to announcing “the rediscovery of the ideological dimension” by “the
critical paradigm in media studies” then being revived by culrural studies (Hall, 1982,
p. 65). Gidin might have drawn evidence for the decomposition of the paradigm from
other sources as well, including the right-leaning German public opinion researcher
and theorist Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann (1973), who had advocared a “return to the
concept of powerful mass media.” Drawing on openings provided by the British
sociologists Jeremy Tunstall (1970) and Halloran, Elliot, and Murdoch (1970), Noelle:
Neumann asked if researchers were asking the right questions about media, and
sought (like Gitlin and others would) to broaden the frame to consider macro-level
issues. Observing the news media’s ability to create a climate of public opinion and
macro-level cumulative effects, she called into question the idea of audience selectiv-
ity, and argued that the media had the power to initiate what she would soon call a
“spiral of silence” whereby those who perceived themselves to hold minority posi-
tions not favored in journalistic coverage would remain quiet about them, and the
supposedly dominant views would grow in support and relative standing, Her cri-
tique meant that the limited effects model was attacked from left, right, and center;
and from both within and beyond the borders of objectivist social science.
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As it emerged from critiques and characterizations in the 1970s and early 1980s,
the “limited effects” model was given a historv. It was said to have arisen in the 1940s,
marking the end of a more speculative period of propaganda research that tended
to inflate media power (sometimes captured by the “hypodermic” image), and the
beginning of a new era of methodologically sophisticated empirical social scientific
study. It was associated with Paul Lazarsfeld (nearly always the central character in
the story), Columbia University, and the Bureau for Applied Social Research. It came

/

into focus across three books — The People’s Choice (Lazarsteld et ali;1944), Personal
Influence (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 2005), and The Effects of Mass Communication (Klapper,
1960), the first introducing the two-step flow model, and the second two consclidat-
ingitinto the limited effects paradigm. It was said to have dominated the field < either
of media studies writ large, or political communication more specifically. And it was
widely considered to be inadequate as a theory — insufficiently supported by its own
evidence, narrowly focused on short-term individual-level effects brought about
by purposive media campaigns, and blind to broader collective and institutional
dimensions of media in modern societies. While there was truth in the history and
characterizations of the model, there were overstated, misleading, and strategically
selective elements as well. To get a clearer sense of the origins and development of
the model, I'd like ro turn back to the 1940s and 1950s and sketch pieces of the social,
intellectual, and rhetorical history of its central texts and key components.

Birthing the “Two-Step Flow”: The People’s Choice
and Its Columbian Rivals

In the summer of 1940, a dozen or so women living in Erie County, Ohio laid the
groundwork for what others would call the “dominant paradigm.” They were
working with Elmo Wilson and Hazel Gaudet, who had taken up residence in
Sandusky and were overseeing a major study conducted by Lazarsfeld’s Office of
Radio Research (ORR), which had just moved from Newark to Columbia. Also col-
laborating was Elmo Roper, the pioneering marketing and public opinion survey
researcher who at the time headed the Fortune Survey. Funded by the Rockefeller
Foundation and money Lazarsfeld drew from marketing and consulting work done
at the ORR, the Erie County study was an ambitious effort at tracking the interplay
of political propaganda, public opinion, and voting behavior over the course of the
1940 presidential election campaign.

Between May and November, the specially trained local women knocked on the
door of every fourth house in Sandusky and the rural towns of the county, recruited
3,000 local citizens, and interviewed each one multiple times during the unfolding
presidential campaign. They gathered a wealth of information about each respond-
ent, recorded their political preferences and communicative involvement in the cam-
paign, and followed up with open-ended questions when someone reported changing




638 PETER SIMONSON

their vote intention in any way, War raged in Europe, France fell to the Nazis, and
President Roosevelt campaigned for an unprecedented third term in office against
the Midwestern Republican businessman Wendell Wilkie. The Erie County women
made use of a stillnew method of public opinion research recently codified by
Lazarsfeld and Marjorie Fiske (1938), the “panel technique,” which utilized multiple
interviews of the same respondents over time. In contrast with polling data, panels
had the advantage of being able to track changes in opinion as they unfolded during
a political campaign. The research team hoped to correlate changes with “exposure
to campaign propaganda in all the media of communication — the press, radio, per-
sonal contacts, and others” (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944, p. 5).

Published four years later, The People’s Choice offered a snapshot of how campaign
propaganda and informal face-to-face communication intersected with opinion for-
mation and voting in a real-world setting. Scattering quotes from respondents with
statistical charts of survey data (designed by the advertising agency McCann Erickson)
and larger-bore narratives about the geographical setting and historical context
for the campaign, Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944) charted among other
things the ideological differences (their term) between the parties, the appeal of
class-based argument, and the gendered ecology of attention and social influence
during the campaign season. The book became a classic work in voting studies and
public opinion ressarch.

While change in voter intentions particularly interested them, they identified and
discussed at least three major categories of effects brought about by what they called
“the speeches, the events, the writings, the discussions, the total propaganda output”
{p. 101). "The campaign activated the indifferent, reinforced the partisan, and
converted the doubtful” (p. 101), in addition to creating a “bandwagon effect”
(which sounds something like Noelle-Neumann’'s spiral of silence) (pp. 107-109).
Reinforcement was the main effect (occurring in 53% of the panel members), but
more than 30% of the effects fell into categories that don't fall comfortably within
the limited effects model — conversion and activation (p. 103).

Beyond a study of voting behavior and opinion formation, The People’s Choice is a
book about “propaganda,” as it reminds us from start to finish. The book’s two lasting
ideas — opinion leaders and the two-step flow — emerge out of that problematic. In
that regard, the book indexes a transition moment between two paradigms and
overarching signs — propaganda and communication (on which, see Sproule, 1997, pp:
217-223; Collins, Chapter 27, this volume). That transition would continue through
most of the 1940s, with Columbia’s work straddling both worlds — the civicly engaged
and publicly critical model of propaganda research, and the more removed or disen:
gaged model of objectivist social science (compare Sproule, who puts Columbia
firmly on the latter side). The book revolves around propaganda, as propagated
through both mass media and face-to-face life. Through the 1940s, social democratic
intellectual engagement vied with professionalized liberal objectivism as orienting
ideologies governing communications and media research at Columbia (Simonson,
2610, pp. 141-161; Simonson & Weimann, 2063).
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“Opinion leaders” straddled both worlds ~ more exposed to campaign propaganda
in the media, and more engaged in talking about it with others. The concept was
applied to anyone who answered yes to one of two questions raised by the interview-
ers: "Have you tried to convince anyone of your political ideas recently?” or “Has
anyone asked your advice on a political question recently?” (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, &
Gaudet, 1944, p. 50). (Twenty-one percent of their sample were designated “opinion
leaders.”) They played a key role in “the two-step flow of communications” (plural
in this first iteration), which named the way that “ideas often flow from radio and
print to the opinion leaders and from them to the less active sections of the popula-
tion” (p. 151). When local citizens reported that they changed their minds about
something, they often made reference to interpersonal conversation, the authors
found. The two-step flow helped explain that specific finding: “The person-to-person
influence reaches the ones who are more susceptible to change, and serves asa bridge
over which formal media of communications extend their influence” (p. 152):

The opinion leader and two-step flow ideas took shape within a book that func-
tioned in the propaganda debate as a kind of democratic apologetic. Opinion leaders,
the text announced (and Lazarsfeld consequently amplified), were “found in all occu-
pational groups” (p. 50). Never mind that the chart they produced showed enormous
differences among occupations in the prevalence of designated “opinion leaders”
(44% of salesmen as opposed to 13% of housewives and 15% of the unemployed,
for instance), the official rhetoric of opinion leadership suggested a democratic oth-
erwise. The two-step flow played a similar function, suggesting that propaganda from
the mass media might be refracted through the good sense of locals who pass it on
to their friends. The moral of the story was clear in the book’s upbeat, democratic
close: “In the last analysis, more than anything else people can move other people.
From an ethical point of view this is a hopeful aspect in the serious social problem
of propaganda. The side which has the more enthusiastic supporters and which can
mobilize grass-root support in an expert way has a great chance of success” (p.158).
Limited media effects, in other words, were coupled with a vision of ‘the power of
grassroots organizing, and the hope that democratically supported propagandas
might win the day.

When it came out in 1944, The People’s Choice was far from the most notable study
of media produced by Columbia. That title belonged to Radio Research 19421943
(Lazarsfeld & Stanton, 1944), which gave a varied and compelling picture of a field
the editors saw on its way to merging “with the study of magazines, newspapers,
films, and television into one broader discipline of communications research” {p. vii),
Articles by Herta Herzog, Frankfurt School émigré-in-residence Leo Lowenthal, and
others addressed everything from the characters and “listening gratifications” of soap
operas to the popular music industry and the historical and eultural meaning of
biographies in popular magazines, in addition to a series of articles about methodo-
logical issues and applications of the so-called Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer,
a kind of primitive polygraph machine that allowed researchers to determine when
members of small test audiences liked or disliked parts of a radio broadcast or film.
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With its range of media, topics, methodologies, and conceptual orientations,
Radio Research 1942-1943 ushered in modern media studies. Meanwhile, when Radio
Research emerged from the presses, Lazarsfeld’s colleague and longtime collaborator
Robert K. Merton was in the midst of a study of a series of all-day radio marathons
conducted by the patriotic icon and celebrity Kate Smith, which would yoke in-depth
qualitative interviews with middle-range and larger-bore sociological theory and
symbolic and ideclogical analysis ( ). The
result, Mass Persuasion (Merton, Fiske, & Curtis, 1946), signaled the birth of a cultural
sociology of media, manifest with restrained critical civic impulses that channeled
both Marx and Dewey. Neither Radio Research nor Mass Persuasion worked with
the two
limited effects paradigm.

Through the 1940s, media study at Columbia was a rich and internally diverse
project — committed not just to “effects” studies, but also to probing qualitative

on middie-range theory, see Boudon, 19

step flow/opinion leader ideas, nor did either feed straightforwardly into the

inguiry into audiences’ soci
tions and dysfunctions” of mass communication. “Effects” w
idiom, reflecting long-standing interest in determinants of individual action, his sta-

Lazarsfeld's preferred

tistical acumen in investigating them, and a theoretical sensibility that blended
European positivism and US pragmatism and rallied around the ideal of objectivist
science as a potentially meliorative social force. In focusing on effects, he aligned
himself with both the University of Chicago’s Douglas Waples and the polymath
political scientist Harold Lasswell (1948), who generated the architectonic scheme
for communication as a study of “who, says what, in which channel, to whom, with
what effect?” While campaign research like The People’s Choice tended to focus on
short-term media effects, Lazarsfeld actually aspired to address long-term and insti-
tutional effects as well (Katz, 2001; Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948). Merton was less apt
to write about “effects,” as was Herta Herzog (who left the ORR in 1943 to head the
research department at McCann Erickson, where she disseminated media research
techniques into advertising and marketing [see Gladwell, 19997). Besides the Kate
Smith study, Merton's functionalist analysis is best exemplified in his superb 1948
essay with Lazarsfeld, which posits three middle-range concepts to describe ongoing
media processes — enforcing social norms, conferring public status, and narcotizing
citizens (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948; see Simonson & Weimann, 2003). Herta Herzog
(1940, 1941, 1944), meanwhile, pioneered the study of audience gratifications, which
she worked out through a deep understanding of psychology as understood by Karl
and Charlotte Buhler, Hadley Cantril, and Freud. Bernard Berelson (1949) would
move the gratification paradigm in more social dimensions in his classic study of a
1945 newspaper strike. Through the 1940s, then, the limited effects paradigm wasn't
even dominant at Columbia, much less the rest of the overlapping fields of propa-
ganda, public opinion, and mass communications research.

There was diversity at Columbia, but also a family resemblance across research
projects which distinguished them from other approaches represented in this volume
and from earlier versions of social research at Columbia. Lazarsfeld and Merton set
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the tone for an objectivist, scientifically guided style that blended sophisticated meth-
odology, carefully articulated middle-range concepts, and a blend of qualitative and

quantifative empiric

L

research guided by them. It was both more professionalized
and more advanced methodologically and theoretically than the publicly oriented
work of the man who helped hire them, Robert S. Lynd, co-author with his wife
Helen of the landmark Middletown studies of the 1920s and 1930s that presented US
citizens with a social portrair of themselv azarsteld and Merton operated in a
different intellectual style, also well distinct from that practiced by the Frankfurt
School’s Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, who took up residence at Columbia
for a time in the early 1940s in one of those meetings-of the-paradigms_ that has
become canonical in historical tales of media research ( e.g., Morrison, 1978; see also
Wheatland, 2009). Lazarsfeld (1941) himself tried to mediate the differences berween
what he termed “critical” and “administrative” media research, and both Mertorand
the Frankfurt School’s Leo Lowenthal made efforts to do some of the same (on
which, see Merton, 1968, pp. 493-509). In contrast with the Frankfurt group, the
Columbians were less historical in their writings on media (though Merton’s work
typically cast mass communication in some historical perspective), less apt to situate
media within a larger social order, more empirically positivist, and more attuned to
audiences than industries (for a fascinating exception from Columbia, see Smith,
1945). Marxian and Freudian insights are scattered across classic Columbia writings
from the 1940s, but as trace elements among an eclectic array of theoretical influ-
ences that also include Durkheim, Gabriel Tarde, Adolphe Quetelet, Talcott Parsons,
and the pragmatists. It is worth remembering, too, that whereas Horkheimer’s
Institute for Social Research had a rich endowment that supported it, Lazarsfeld’s
Bureau needed to support itself in an era when foundations and funding agencies
were just beginning to provide grants to the social sciences. This need would affect
the kind of research the group did. The People’s Choice was funded by the Rockefeller
Foundation, which was broadly concerned with US culture and civic life; by Life
magazine, which was interested in the influence of its publications; and by income
generated by commercial marketing research done by the Bureau. A large subse-
quent study in Decatur, llinois — about which more in a2 moment — was in turn
funded largely by the magazine publisher Macfadden Publications, financially driven
by the marketability of the two-step flow model to commercial funders (Morrison,
2006).

Beyond its differences from the Frankfurt group, Columbia differed from Chicago
in several ways, too. For one thing, Columbia conducted far more funded research
than its Midwestern rival, organizing larger-scale research-team projects of the sort
represented by their community based voting and social influence studies. (The most
famous team-based media project at Chicago in the postwar era — Kurt and Gladys
Lang’s[1968] classic study of the live-crowd vs. televisual experience of the MacArthur
Day parade — was conducted by graduate student volunteers who set themselves up
around the parade route.) Besides their differing political economies, Chicago-style
research tended to work in a broadly symbolic interactionist tradition, attending to
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cultural meanings, dramatic enactments, and community formations related to
media and communication. Merton’s Kate Smith study and Herzog's early work on
scap opera listeners certainly attended to meaning-making and related cultural
issues, but the mainstream of empirical research at Columbia attended more to flows
of influence and behavioral effects brought on through mass media. Beyond the
specific details and fault lines at Columbia that I have been charting, it is important
t0 keep an eye on the bigger picture as well.

Personal Influence and Two-Step Flows in the 1950s

In the summer of 1945, women in Decatur, llinois performed the communicative
labor that led a decade later to the publication of Katz and Lazarsfeld’s Personal
Influence, which more than any other text narrowed the conceptual landscape of
Columbia media research and established the limited effects model. The study was
funded by Macfadden Publications, publisher of, among other periodicals, the
popular lowbrow women’s magazine True Story and the general interest Liberty
magazine, on whose editorial pages Bernarr Macfadden had once boasted that he
had “more influence politically on the masses than any one individual in the United
States” quoted in Simonson, 2006, p. 12). True Story had commercial interest in the
two-step flow idea, along with the finding that opinion leaders operated in all social
strata — both of which served as fodder to persuade advertisers that there were
valuable multiplier effects to running ads with them. Time magazine had funded a
similar study a year earlier, searching out what Merton would re-name “influen-
tials” in his administrative and scholarly write-ups of his field study in Dover, New
Jersey (Merton, 1943, 1949).

In January 1945, Lazarsfeld and Merton hired a young C. Wright Mills to oversee
field research in Decatur (Summers, 2006, pp. 28-29). He would work with Helen
Dinerman and Thelma Ehrlich, two researchers at the newly renamed Bureau of
Applied Social Research, trained in the panel technique by Jeannette Green. They
would recruit some 15 local women to conduct repeated interviews with 800 Decatur
women to determine how they made up their minds about marketing and political
decisions (Douglas, 2006). It was the first time Mills had overseen a large empirical
study, and it would be the wedge that drove him and Lazarsfeld apart, setting in
motion one of the defining intellectual breaks in postwar sociology (Summers, 2006).
Among their differences, Mills found the structure of opinion leadership and inter-
personal influence to be less democratic than Lazarsfeld had been trumpeting since
The People’s Choice.

After more than a decade of travails following the field study in Decatur, Personal
Influence was published. Through rhetorically compelling narratives that served to
magnify its own significance, Personal Influence invented one of the most persistent
— and inaccurate — accounts of the history of media research, and helped convince
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a number of readers that mass media were not in themselves important social forces.
Though it nowhere uses the term “limited effects,” Personal Influence laid out a prob-
lemnatic and tropes that ~ amplified by Katz, Klapper, and other former Columbia
graduate students — settled into the limited effects model. It was really two books in
one. Part I, “The Part Played by People: A New Focus for the Study of Mass Media
Hitects,” was a revision of Katz’s dissertation, which was in turn.an extension of a
report he wrote for a major but unpublished study of US television funded (and later
killed) by the Ford Foundation (Katz, 1953; Morrison, 2000; see also Buxton, 2009).
It presented a tale of discovering “intervening variables” in effects of mass commu-
nication, including the variable of interpersonal relations and opinion leaders, and
consolidated Columbia research on the topic, including their second community
based voting study (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954). It also included a highly
influential history of the field, which purportedly grew from an era when the audi-
ence was conceived as “an atomistic mass of millions of readers, listeners, and movie
goers prepared to receive the Message,” and “every Message [was seen] as a diréct
and powerful stimulus to action which would illicit immediate response” (Katz &
Lazarsfeld, 2005, p. 16). This image would later be associated with the “hypodermic
model” Gitlin referenced, though it was essentially a straw man that referenced no
actual earlier work. As Jefferson Pooley (2006) and Debora Lubken (2008) have con-
vincingly shown, Personal Influence invented a flawed “other” to which it claimed
superiority. Something analogous would happen in the 1970s when the “limited
effects model” was rhetorically mobilized by its erirics.

Meanwhile, the second part of Personal Influence, “The Flow of Everyday Influence
in a Midwestern Community,” presented and interpreted the decade-old data from
Decatur in a manner that has been roundly criticized by social scientists and critics
since. Relying on self-reports of the Decatur women, it concluded that interpersonal
influence was more important than mass media in decisions made about shopping;
movie-going, fashion, and public affairs. It analyzed opinion leadership in those four
realms, and concluded with consideration of the two-step flow and interpersonal
influence. Like The People’s Choice, Personal Influence fits nicely into a liberal pluralist
worldview and presented a reassuring picture to mid-century US citizens - opinion
leaders-came from all social strata and through face-to-face conversation helped limit
the force of mass media; the book functioned as a democratic apologetic in the face
of fears of a mass society (McCormack, 2006; Scannell, 2006). Some reviewers criti-
cized the evidence advanced as support for the two-step flow theory, but most
accepted the book’s claim that interpersonal outweighed media influence in indi-
vidual decision-making. Kurt and Gladys Lang (2006) have argued that the book
“heralded a clear shift in the rhetoric” of sociologists and political scientists surround-
ing the importance of mass communication and toward a “‘minimalist’ view of
media effects” that pushed out alternative conceptions (pp. 165, 167). These included
the broadly symbolic interactionist perspectives developed by the Langs and others
at the University of Chicago, which mapped alternative paradigms of media sociol-
ogy (Lang & Lang, 1961, 1968).
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Though the minimalist view of media power shifted the academic rhetoric, the
model actually contained two overlapping ideas, one of which could also support
theories of more robust media power. On the one hand, the claim that selectivity
and group norms limited the direct influence of mass media fed a conclusion sup-
ported across Columbia research, captured in a statement from a summary article
of 1957: “Mass communication does not serve as a necessary and sufficient cause of
audience effects, but rather functions among and through a nexus of mediating
factors and influences [. . . which] typically render mass communication a contribu-
tory agent, but not the sole cause, in a process of reinforcing of existing conditions”
(Klapper, 1957, p. 458). “Reinforcing existing conditions” could be taken as the start
of a theory of media and ideological hegemony, a direction Lazarsfeld and Merton
(1948) feinted toward a decade earlier (Simonson & Weimann, 2003). But Personal
Influence dialed the resolution of the viewing frame down to the individual, short-
term, and decision-making level, occluding the bigger picture, and downplaying the
relative significance of mass media as a social force.

The two-step flow idea could be put to other uses, however. Beyond suggesting
the interpersonal mediation and therefore limits of media power, it also pointed
toward diffusion, larger-scale communicative flows, and social mechanisms of
enhancing media effectivity. In this iteration of the two-step flow, media campaigns
combined with word-of-mouth diffusion to cascade through social networks. Running
alongside rhetoric of comparatively limited media influence, then, Columbia
researchers also lay down a vision of communication in a networked society. In this
regard, the Columbia paradigm merged with diffusion studies conducted by rural
sociologists, with work in international development, and with psychological warfare
efforts coordinated by the US government in collaboration with communication
researchers (Simpson, 1994), all of whom looked at conversations as potential mul-
tipliers of media influence.

The opinion leader, interpersonal influence, and flow-of-communication ideas had
entered the state-sponsored Cold War arsenal of psychological warfare by the late
1940s. Frankfurt School émigré and former Bureau affiliate Leo Lowenthal had
become research director of the Voice of America, which funded opinion leadership
and audience studies in Norway, Sweden, and other European and Latin American
countries in 19481949, explicitly understood as a contribution to “psychological
warfare” (Klapper & Lowenthal, 1951). Two years later, the Voice of America funded
similar survey work in the strategic Near East countries of Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt,
Syria, Jordan, and Iran, collecting information about media behavior and seeking out
opinion leaders in towns and cities. At the same time, the Bureau prepared a survey
research manual, Are We Hitting Our Target?, for an immediate predecessor of the
US Information Agency, whose mission was to influence foreign publics in the US
national interest; it guided opinion leader studies in the Philippines and elsewhere
(Simpson, 1994, p. 73). The Near East study would be published as Daniel Lerner’s
(1958) Passing of Traditional Society, an infamous articulation of modernization theory
as well as a fascinating historical portrait of communication, politics, and society in
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those six still-important countries. Snapshots of opinion leadership are captured
throughout (e.g., pp. 26-28, 185-196, 245-246, 333-338).

In the meantime, University of Washington sociologist Stuart Dodd and graduate
students like Melvin DeFleur advanced the mass communication and interpersonal
flow model through studies of airplane leaflet drops for the US Air Force and covertly
funded by the CIA. Their Project Revere study (1951-1953) was a rather remarkable
series of field studies of mass leaflet drops in the Pacific Northwest, which built off
and considerably extended the general idea of communicative flows laid out in The
People’s Choice. Dodd and his students meticulously charted geographical diffusion
pathways, as well as maximally efficient ratios of leaflets dropped to reception of the
message (DeFleur & Larsen, 1987, pp. vii-xxxiv; Dodd, 1952; Lowery & DeFleur,
1995, pp. 213-237). Their work gave rise to a series of additional studies and publica-
tions that advanced the mediated-and-interpersonal diffusion model of mass com-
munication, with specificattention tonewsstories(e.g., Danielson, 1956; Deutschmann
& Danielson, 1956; Larsen & Hill, 1954;) and rumor (e.g., DeFleur, 1962). Mearnwhile,
rural sociologists at Iowa State University studying the adoption of modern farming
practices developed their own pictures of the roles played by mass media and face-
to-face contacts in the diffusion of information (Beal & Bohlen, 1957; Rogers, 1962;
Rogers & Beal, 1958; see also Valente & Rogers, 1995). Through the 1960s, the model
of flows contributed to what Everett Rogers (1978) would call the dominant para-
digm of development research, partly organized around the idea that “mass com-
munication was [. . .] a very powerful and direct force for development.”

Columbia sociologists rarely cited the Washington group’s work, however, nor much
from Chicago, choosing instead to solidify their own lineage as it passed from Lazarsfeld
and Merton to their favorably placed and influential network of former students
through what Terry Nichols Clark (1998) has called the “Columbia sociology machine.”
Even then, however, Columbia media studies varied, with some more favorably placed
and better amplified by the machine than others. A number of excellent studies lay
clearly outside the realm of Lazarsfeldian effects or two-step flow studies - including
Leila Sussmann’s (1956) study of mail to the president, Warren Breed’s (1955, 1958)
critical functionalist accounts of news, and Charles Wright's (1959) synthetic introduic-
tion to a functionalist sociology of mass communication. Katz and others consolidated
the two-step flow and diffusion ideas, however, and underscored the argument from
Personal Influence that media power to bring about change was relatively limited
(Coleman, Katz, & Menzel, 1957; Katz, 1957, 1960). This line of second-generation
Columbia thinking would eventually rise to symbolic dominance.

Consolidation and Challenge in the 1960s

Joseph Klapper’s Effects of Mass Communication came out in 1960, consolidating the
conceptual vocabulary of “effects” by surveying a wide but also limited body of social
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scientific research on mass media. A broader and more subtle book than typically
portrayed in the collective memory of media studies, Klapper’s volume charted a
range of effects of persuasive communication, from reinforcement {most prevalent)
to the creation of opinion on new issues as well as conversion, along with specific
consideration of portravals of crime and viclence, “escapist media,” child audiences,
and media-induced passivity. Klapper, who had taken his doctorate at Columbia and
then gone to work in the research departments of CBS and General Blectric, wrote
as a skeptical social scientist surveying certifiable knowledge on the topic. His easy-
to-read introduction summarized findings that provided fodder for a limited-effects
understanding, including the much-repeated line, "Mass communication ordinarily
does not serve as a necessary and sufficient cause of audience effects, but rather
functions among and through a nexus of mediating factors and influences” (Klapper,
1960, p. 8). The book’s conclusion would warn against “the danger [. . .] to go over-
board in blindly minimizing the effects and potentialities of mass communications”
(p. 252), identify ways that media can exercise “extensive social effects” by operating
through elites (p. 253), and call for more attention to “the probable but unmapped
interplay berween the mass media and cultural values” (p. 255). As Roger Brown
(1970) observed, the book’s claims about limited media power received much more
attention than its feints toward more powerful effects, an interpretation and uptake
which in turn served the interests of CBS and other broadcasters faced with criticism
about their offerings and accusations of their deleterious social consequences. In this
respect, the paradigm did indeed deflect criticism from powerful media industries,
as Gitlin and other critics would argue.

Klapper's book was widely cited, though its real influence is harder to discern. The
Columbia two-step flow and effects models were both extended and criticized in
the 1960s. Raymond Bauer (1964) condensed the limited effects hypothesis into the
image of the “obstinate audience,” which he flatly declared “a defense [. . .] of adver-
tising and mass media” (p. 327), admitting a charge that critical researchers would
later make of the paradigm. Lazarsfeld and Menzel (1963) posited a “multi-step
flow of communications,” while others distinguished relay and reinforcement
functions of opinion leaders (Deutschmann & Danielson, 1960), drew attention to
differences between diffusing information and persuading when it came to two-step
flows (Troldahl, 1963), or refined the theory by adding categories like “opinion avoid-
ers” and “opinion sharing” (Troldahl & Van Dam, 1965; Wright & Cantor, 1967).
Other research called the two-step flow model into question, though, including
studies of news diffusion for major events like the Kennedy assassination (Greenberg,
1964; Mendelsohn, 1964; Spitzer, 1964-1965). Agricultural diffusion researchers
found the two-step flow model to be overly simplified and misleading, and found
that both opinion leaders and followers were directly influenced by media sources,
though at different stages of the adoption process (van den Ban, 1964). Others
argued that the two-step flow model had never been adequately confirmed empiri-
cally (Arndt, 1968). From the perspective of Chicago sociology, Kurt and Gladys
Lang (1968) offered a more culturalist alternative, building on a decade and a half of
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pioneering work definitively outside the Columbia orbit. Interestingly, in the defini-
tive compilation of media effects research of the era, the two-step flow model
received very little attention (Schramm & Roberts, 1971,

By the early 1970s, it was clear to empirical researchers that “the two-step
hypothesis appears to explain very few communication situations and is likely too

simplified a concept for grear udility in explaining the process of communication”
(Bostian, 1973). Katz himself had turned away from short-term effects and diffu-
sion to revive Herzog's gratifications paradigm (Blumler & Katz, 1974; see also
Katz, 1968), and Noelle-Neumann (1973) had called for a return to the concept of
powerful mass media. From England, Jeremy Tunstall's (1970) Media Socielogy col-
lection pivoted away from the US effect and flow models (p. 5) and toward two
dozen essays that cast media in broad social and institutional terms. From the
international New Left, Richard Hoggartand Stuart Hall’s Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies was about to enter its most creative and influential phase in
Birmingham, while Latin Americans were working out their own Marxian-inspired
theories of dependency, domination, and resistance. In the United States, as lefc-
leaning US sociologists invented and attacked “mainstream sociology” (Calhoun
& VanAntwerpen, 2007), a new generation of media sociologists led by Gaye
Tuchman (1978) cast broad attention to the institutional power, “symbolic annihila-
tions,” and ideoclogical dimensions of the media, at the same time that James
W. Carey (1975) was laying the groundwork for US-style cultural studies. By the
time Gitlin (1978) weighed in with his influential critique, the limited effects
model was clearly on its down slope, with critics both within and outside objectivist

social science.

Limited Effects Since the 1980s

By the mid-1980s, the “limited effects model” had become a rhetorical commonplace
in mass communication and media studies, used to ralk about, separate, normatively
rank, and (dejlegitimate competing theories and orientations. The “limited effects”
locution was given a phantom history, with references to Klapper and other sources
where it dida't occur {e.g., Moschis & Moore, 1982). It would take its place in a
mythic historical narrative of the field anchored on the far end by the “hypodermic”
model of direct media injections into the masses, to which "limited effects” was a
supposed response (Lubken, 2008). As these misrememberings were occurring, Elihu
Katz (1980, 1987) substantively responded to and dialectically incorporated Columbia’s
critics into the effects tradidon, extending the idea from Personal Influence that all
studies of media in some sense concern themselves with effects. Working with an
expansive theoretical tent, he distinguished theories of limited and powerful effects,
charted a history of their development, and defended Lazarsfeldian-style communi-
cations research as it had developed after the classic work of the 1940s and 1950s.
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Adding further counterweight, former Columbia Yale social psychologist and persua-
sion researcher William McGuire (1986) savaged the claims and empirical evidence
in dismantling what he called the “myth of massive media impact” and defending
the idea of limited effects (cf. Zaller, 1996).

Katz and McGuire were responding to the fact that the limited effects model
had come to serve as a discredited alternative against which some alternate approach
was framed as superior — be it cultural studies (Curran, Gurevitch, & Woollacott,
1982; Hall, 1982), political economy (Schiller, 1989), humanistic rhetorical studies
(Gronbeck, 1984), or competing social scientific theories like agenda setting
(McCombs, 1981), political socialization (Chaffee & Hochheimer, 1985; Moschis &
Moore, 1982), or information processing (Entman, 1989). In short, in the 1980s,
“limited effects” came to serve as a symbolic boundary marker with considerable
rhetorical power in teaching, textbooks, and research about media.

The opinion leader and two-step flow components of the model have in the
meantime taken on new life in network theory and studies of Internet-related dif-
fusion. Heinz Eulau (1980) and Katz’s student Gabriel Weimann (1982, 1994) joined
Columbia ideas to a new generation of network analysis techniques. Others incor-
porated part of the classic model into increasingly sophisticated network models
that tracked diffusion (Valente, 1996), social capital (Burt, 1999), and marketing
and social epidemics (Watts, 2007; Watts & Dorrs, 2007). Featured as the Number
One “Breakthrough Idea” of 2007 in the Harvard Business Review, Duncan Watts’s
notion of the “accidental influentials” shifted attention from influential individuals
to network structures that allow influence to cascade widely. Campaign researchers
continue to find variations on the two-step flow idea useful {e.g., Hornik, 200s;
Southwell & Yzer, 2007). It has provided a tool for mapping Internet-related diffu-
sion and influence patterns related to medicine, politics, and climate change cam-
paigns, among other topics (Case, Johnson, Andrews, Allard, & Kelly, 2009; Nisbet
& Kotcher, 2009; Norris & Curtice, 2008). The Columbia flow paradigm lives on,
and helps to explain one family of mediated social processes. More recently, it has
been joined by a revival of the idea of limited effects within political communica-
tion and persuasion research; reflecting on “the continued detachment of individu-
als from group-based society, and the increasing capacity of consumers to choose
from a multitude of media channels,” Lance Bennett and Shanto Iyengar (2008),
for instance, have argued that we are entering “a new era of minimal conse-
quences” (pp. 708, 725; see also Bennett & Iyengar, 2010; Holbert, Garrette, &
Gleason, 2010).

Conclusion

The rise and fall of the limited effects model turns out to be a more complex and
interesting story than might be suggested by its place in the collective imagination
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of contemporary media studies. Let me end by summarizing and reflecting on what
I take to be some of the lessons of this historical episode. I have traced some of the
intellectual, institutional, and rhetorical origins and fault lines of the model and
shown how these developed over time. it grew out of Columbia’s Office of Radio
Research in the early 1940s, mediated through women interviewers in three small
provincial cities, and taking shape through the objectivist language and middle-range
theory of Columbia sociology. The “two-step flow of communications” was one of
those middle-range theoretical concepts, linked in its development to the conceptual
problematics of propaganda and public opinion, the new research method of the
panel interview, and funded investigations that served the purposes of media organi-
zations and commercial marketing as well as progressive tolerance campaigns and
the social scientific pursuit of new knowledge. The two-step flow came to be linked
to a view of the mass communication process that posited a number of intervening
psychological and social mechanisms limiting the ability of purposive media cam-
paigns to change people’s attitudes and behaviors. This finding led to the conclusion
that most of the time media play a reinforcement role. Together, these semi-
independent elements came together into what its critics named the limited effects
model.

Since the 1950s, the flow, limiting mechanisms, and reinforcement ideas have all
found places in a range of research and thinking. This traverses work done both
within the Columbia lineage and by critics of it. The “discovery” of people as inter-
mediaries and disseminators fed into both research and practice in diffusion, develop-
ment, marketing, and psychological warfare. It is one of the birth points. for
understanding communication networks and flows. The idea that audiences can be
“obstinate,” resisting the efforts and messages that come to them through mass
media, has in turn fed images of the active audience in uses and-gratifications
research. Since the 1970s, active audiences have also been a staple in cultural stiidies,
though rarely with positive acknowledgment of the Columbia tradition that pre-
ceded it. Audiences who resist or put media to active work in their social environ-
ments have been heroes across wide swaths of media studies, which from a grander
historical vantage point complexifies and disperses core insights of 1940s Columbia
work. Reinforcement, meanwhile, is itself a core concept in Marxian and other crid-
cal media studies, worked out through Althusserian, Gramscian, Foucauldian, and
other theoretical idioms. The Columbians came to their conclusion from very differ-
ent political and intellectual horizons, but their baseline conclusions about media’s
power to reinforce dominant attitudes, public opinions, and behaviors clearly pointed
in complementary directions (Katz, 1980, p. 134). That they rarely drew that conclu-
sion — Lazarsfeld and Merton (1948) being an exception — is of course significant, and
supports their critics” charge that their middle-range theory was sociologically myopic
and obfuscating. Still, as Katz (1987, 2005) has skillfully shown, a good number of
contemporary research programs can be cast as extensions of early Columbia
insights. Though the limited effects model was itself rather limited, it still flows
through our histories and contemporary work.
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NOTE

1 Rothschild (1978) cites a 1973 Association for Education in Journalism (AE]) conference
paper by Jay Blamler and J. M. McLeon, “Communication and Voter Turnout in Britain,”
that uses the term “limited effects.”
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