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Preface

[ never intended to write a textbook. I have always identified myself as a re-
searcher and teacher of mass-communication effects—not a textbook writer.
My intentions changed after teaching university undergraduates for over two
"decades. In my course at Purdue University on mass-communication theory, I
watch semester after semester as my students gradually sink into the dry-sand
prose of most texts that attempt to present theories of mass media. Once the
sinking starts, I am almost never able to rescue them. I finally grew tired of this
routine.

Compounding my frustration was the fact that my main desire was to teach
about media impact rather than about mass-communication theory. Theory is
fully realized when it meets the soil of observation. I have found that students
can digest incredible doses of theory in the context of discovering what re-
search says about media impact. So, this book is focused on the research instead
of the theory that motivates the research. Nevertheless, if you use this text, I
am betting that you will find plenty of theory to keep your students occu-
pied—but the theory is presented in the context of research findings.

I became convinced to write a book for undergraduate students when I
realized that it was possible to write a text that was not dry and boring. My two
primary exemplars are Robert Cialdini’s classic text on persuasion, Influence, and
Em Griffin’s best-selling introduction to communication theory, A First Look
at Communication Theory. Since Em asked me to advise him about what to in-
clude in the mass-communication section of his book, I began thinking more
seriously of trying to write a text of my own. This book represents my first at-
tempt to do so. All of the chapters have been pretested on my own classes, and
the results have encouraged me to make the material available to more people.
Before you dive in, let me outline just a bit about the guiding philosophy of
the book and how I think the text can be used.

Above all else, I have tried to write plainly and in a style that will engage
the typical undergraduate student. This means that I often share personal anec-
dotes and refer to myself'in the first person. [ am committed to this style. I think
students respond better if they can sense that there is a living, breathing human
being behind the words. The reactions of my own students have helped to con-
vince me that this is truly the case.

As you evaluate the text, keep in mind that I have attempted only to intro-
duce the topic of media effects—not to write everything known by the research
community. I believe that textbook writers make a tragic mistake when they

VI
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try to cover the whole terrain of their topic. This might satisfy textbook re-
viewers and serve as a valuable reference for scholars, but I don’t think it does
much good at generating genuine interest among the students who ultimately
have to pay for and read the text. Because of my commitment to limiting this
textbook to an introduction to media effects, | am certain that some professors
will examine this text and spot crucial omissions that simply must be included.
I'am well aware that the book fails to cover everything. I planned it that way. One
of my goals is to keep the material manageable so that students will actually read
the chapters. I also want students to finish the book and still be interested in
finding out more about media effects. I have decided to sacrifice a little breadth
on the altar of student interest. I think it is a sacrifice well worth making.

How can this book be used? I think the text can fit into two different
kinds of courses. First, it can obviously be used in a mass-communication the-
ory course or a mass media research course. Second, the book can be used as a
secondary text in a basic introduction to mass communication. Most of the
texts for the basic course have little or no coverage of media effects research.
For professors who want their students to develop a deeper understanding of
the effects literature, this book should not be too overwhelming as an accom-
panying volume in the basic introductory course. I have deliberately held the
presentation of material to 12 chapters in order for the book to fit comfortably
into different course formats. In the 15-week semester, I have found that stu-
dents woudd rather ease in and ease out. For years, I atteinpted to fight that atti-
tude; now I find myself subscribing to it. Once again, my philosophy here is to
meet the needs of the audience. If I don't assign a chapter of reading in either
the first or last week, I can still assign a chapter per week for the rest of the se-
mester and have one week for some additional reading that I might select. If
there is a topic that a.professor believes must be in the course that I don’t cover,
the flexible week fills the need. The chapters are also short enough and easy
enough to read that more than one chapter could be assigned in a single week
for schools that are on a shorter semester. In the end, my primary goal is to have
students understand more about media research and still be interested in the
topic when they finish reading. The initial evidence suggests that I have suc-
ceeded. I am eager to discover if you agree.
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