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PREFACE

This sixth edition of Understanding Mass Communication has been significantly
changed from previous editions. New chapters have been added, existing ones
have been extensively modified, and those retained from the fifth edition have
been updated in terms of their data about the media and their references to
published works. Important new features have been added to the book to
make it easier for the student to understand the nature and functions of con-
temporary mass media and the influences that they have on us as individuals
and as a society.

Focus of the Book

Understanding Mass Communication amply covers the nuts and bolts of daily
media content and how it is processed and delivered to a variety of audiences
who selectively attend. Considerable attention is given to the ways in which
professional communicators function within each media setting. However, Un-
derstanding Mass Communication differs from many of its competitors in that it
is organized around three broad questions that go well beyond what a begin-
ner’s survey needs to include. These questions place each of the media within
a broad liberal arts perspective. That perspective draws on concepts and conclu-
sions derived from many disciplines that have helped us to understand the
process and effects of mass communications. The three broad questions to
which the book is addressed are

1. How have our American mass media come to be organized in the way that they
have? What demographic, economic, political, and technological factors
have shaped our nation’s privately owned, profit-oriented mass media in
such a way that they attract wide audiences mainly by presenting popular
culture and entertainment?

2. How do American mass media actually function? How do professional com-
municators in each of the major media decide on the content that they se-
lect, modify it, and present it in various ways, using a variety of technolo-
gies so as to reach specific kinds of audiences?

3. What effect does this flow of information from media to audiences have on us, both
individually and collectively? Does it have only minor influences on our
thoughts and behavior as individuals and modify our culture and society
in only limited ways? Or, is mass communication a powerful force that
shapes both individual conduct and our nation’s history?

New to the Sixth Edition

This edition of Understanding Mass Communication has new chapters and dis-
tinctive features that are not found in earlier versions of this text or in similar
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books. Specifically, two completely new chapters have been added. Chapter 8,
“The New Media,” is organized around the great changes and convergences in
our media system brought on by the digital transition, the widespread adop-
tion of computers by Americans, and the rapid growth of the Internet with its
World Wide Web. Chapter 14, “International Media,” discusses the global reach
of contemporary media and the changes that they bring throughout the world.

An important feature retained and expanded from the fifth edition is “Ex-
plaining Media Effects.” These boxed inserts provide brief introductions to six-
teen different theories of mass communication. Each is stated in the form of five ba-
sic propositions. The explanation and background of each theory is presented at
a level that can be readily understood by beginning students. These theories ad-
dress a question that such students often ask but to which they seldom receive
clear answers: namely, how do mass media function and how does their content
influence us, both as individuals and as a society? The theories show students
that, as a result of scholarly analyses and massive amounts of research, we can
now explain many aspects of how the media process and deliver content, how
people respond to what the media provide, and what kinds of influences the
media have on them. Each theory deals with a separate kind of process or effect.
Each is also integrated into relevant issues discussed in the body of the text.

An important feature called “Trends in Media Use” has been retained and
upgraded. Each trend includes a brief explanation to aid in interpretation of the
charted numerical information. These trends and their accompanying charts
show how Americans have increasingly or decreasingly used a particular
medium over the years. The overall lesson presented by these materials is that
we live in a complex and ever-changing media environment and that it is very
unlikely that the specific technologies we have in our homes at present will be
the same as those we will use in the future.

Chapter summaries are provided at the end of each chapter in the form of
bulleted lists. These serve as aids to students in identifying the major points
made.

The sixth edition continues to include a series of boxed inserts entitled
“Media and the Liberal Arts.” These brief essays explain significant issues that
link the media to the traditional arts, sciences, and humanities. The overall les-
son provided by this feature is that mass communication is not just a profes-
sional field to be studied only by those who will enter its labor force to pursue
occupational careers. It is a field whose development and contemporary issues
are intimately linked to major aspects of American history and closely inter-
twined with a host of topics that are central to the classical and liberal tradi-
tions at the heart of American higher education.
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To The Student

This book has been prepared by its two authors as a tool for you. Our goal has
been to help you understand the increasingly important part played by mass
communications in our society as part of your personal intellectual develop-
ment. We sincerely hope that you find the book interesting and that it serves
you well. If it does not, we will have to share part of the blame. For that reason,
if you find any parts of this book to be difficult to understand, if we have failed
to touch on matters that you feel are important, or if we have dwelled too long
on issues that do not deserve such extensive treatment, we would like to hear
from you. In fact, we would be delighted if you would offer any suggestions as
to how we can make this book better. To that end, after you have finished any
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chapter or the whole book, we invite you to write or send us an e-mail message
and offer any kind of criticism or comments that you feel are important. You
will have our full attention!

Melvin L. DeFleur,

College of Communication
Boston University

640 Commonwealth Avenue
Boston, MA 02215

e-mail: defleur@bu.edu

Everette E. Dennis,

Graduate School of Business

Fordham University at Lincoln Center

113 West 60th Street

New York, NY 10023

e-mail: edennis@bschool.bnet.fordham.edu
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