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KATZ: TELEVISION BECOMING A
PERSONAL MEDIUM LIKE RADIO

ELIHU KATZ (RIGHT ) IN CONVERSATION WITH PHILIP LODGE AND DENNIS MCQUAIL (LEFT)

Television is dead. At least the 1960s-style televi sion, the entertainment
and information box that would gather families at h  ome, creating a sense
of national community. The multiplicity of channels has fragmented that
common experience and allowed for a particularised consumption of the
medium. “Television is retracing the footsteps of r adio: It is becoming
every man’s personal companion —no two people are | istening or watching
the same programme at the same time” said Elihu Kat  z, professor at the
Annenberg School of Communication at the University  of Pennsylvania



and this year’s speaker at the Jay Blumler Annual L  ecture, organised by
the Institute of Communications Studies at the Univ  ersity of Leeds on 9
December 2008.

Professor Katz reported on the early findings of a research project called The
End of Television? Renowned communication scholars working under his
coordination have reflected and researched the ques tion of whether the
medium of television is approaching its demise. The report, due to appear in
book form in 2009, is divided

into two parts, and so was

Professor Katz's télk' First, Katz: “Television is finding its
researchers questioned the

o way in the jigsaw puzzle of
proposition itself: “Is _ _ .
television really dying?” In media, as radio and the printed

the second part, scholars press did before.”
provided some answers to
such a guestion.

The television as the 20th century fireside where f amilies used to sit around
to watch one or just a few channels is dead. “The t elevision of shared
experience, of nation-building, is no longer with u  s” said Professor Katz. “It
has been replaced by hundreds of channels. It has b ecome portable, watched
on mobile phones, and integrated with other mediat hanks to the Internet.” If
not completely dead, television has at least evolve d from a collectivist to an
individualist phase. “The nation rarely comes toget her in front of TV except
for a disaster or a celebration”, observed Professo r Katz.

Despite much popular and scholarly speculation, the  claims about the true
impact of television on societal institutions and o n cultural values have not
yet been put to enough empirical tests. Professor K atz acknowledged that,
rather than providing definitive results on the iss  ue, his research project
served to generate further hypotheses.

Professor Katz claimed that family and politics wer e among the societal
institutions most affected by the now dying medium:  “Television, and before
it, radio, moved politics from the public square to  the living room, and the
politicians’ personalities became more relevant tha n their ideologies.” The old
television, however, was superior to the contempora ry one in at least one
sense: When broadcasters were few they felt they ha d the responsibility of
providing the two sides of any issue. Nowadays, in  what scholar Markus



Prior calls “the age of post-network television”,t here are partisan channels
that cater to audiences who selectively expose them selves to like-minded
information outlets, which might increase the polit  ical polarisation of our
societies. Besides, those turning on TV in search f or entertainment can fulfil
such gratification without stumbling upon a single newscast. In the television
of yesteryear, even those not interested in politic s would at least hear about
the basics of current affairs.

In response to questions from the audience that fil led up the main

auditorium of the Clothworkers building at the Leed s University campus,
Professor Katz admitted he could not recommend any media policy measure
to avert the political polarisation of partisan med ia consumers or the political
disengagement of entertainment-only seekers. Going back to the age of a
single or a few channels is not possible, and perha ps not even desirable, he
conceded.

Is television dead or, as one of the members of the audience said, suffering an
“organic transformation”? Professor Katz seemed to  give credit to the latter,
less radical, position. “Television is finding its ~ way in the jigsaw puzzle of
media, as radio and the printed press did before.”

BLUMLER ON KATZ: “AN OUTSTANDING OUTSTANDING
COMMUNICATIONS SCHOLAR "

Emeritus Professor Jay G. Blumler, in whose honour the annual lecture is
held since 2006 to celebrate his pioneering researc h on communications at
the University of Leeds, said in his introductiont o Professor Katz that his
own academic work had been inspired by Katz’'s writi  ngs. “There are many
outstanding communications scholars nowadays, but E lihu Katz is an
outstanding outstanding communications scholar”, Pr  ofessor Blumler
remarked. “The two-step flow of communications, dif fusion of innovations,
uses and gratifications, media events, the export o f meaning... Katz either
pioneered or gave a definitive boost to all these | ines of enquiry.”



Round-Table Event, 10 December 2008

KATZ AND BLUMLER :
THIS IS HOW IT ALL BEGAN

The two pioneers brought to the present their memor ies on the beginnings
of communications research at both sides of the Atl antic

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT : PHILIP LODGE, DENNIS MCQUAIL , ELIHU KATZ, JAY G. BLUMLER , AND STEPHEN COLEMAN

In 1959, Bernard Berelson, one of Paul F. Lazarsfel d’s collaborators at
Columbia’s Bureau of Applied Social Research, decla red the discipline of
communications dead (Berelson, 1959). Its founding fathers (Lasswell,
Lazarsfeld, Lewin, and Hovland) were retreating to  the disciplines they
had come from (political science, sociology and psy chology). Lazarsfeld’s
finding that the media only had limited effects in changing people’s minds



was a watershed for many sociologists, who were dis couraged to pursue
the study of broad and long-term media impacts.

In a round-table discussion on the history of commu nications research
held at the University of Leeds on 10 December 2008 , Professor Elihu
Katz, of the Annenberg School for Communication at  the University of
Pennsylvania, challenged the traditional view that his and Lazarsfeld’s
Columbia School were denying any relevant influence of the media on
society. Lazarsfeld himself

had drawn up a map of the

different mass media effects,

allowing for stronger, longer Katz: Commercially-oriented

term societal influences, research is as good opportunity
contended Professor Katz. He as any other to test more
also remarked that “short-run scholarly-minded hypotheses

influence campaigns were and
are a good, legitimate focus of
interest by themselves.”

Professor Katz said time was proving Berelson partl y right.
Communications scholars are nowadays going back to the fields that
originated the research tradition they contributet 0. “This is what | see
happening at Annenberg-Pennsylvania at the moment.  The teachers of
each of the three departmental research tracks (Inf luence, Institutions,
and Culture) are pulling apart instead of workingi  n a convergence” he
said. “The Influence people are coming closer to ps ychologists; the
Institutions people are going back to sociology and to business analysis;
the Culture people are allying themselves with cult  ural studies and the
humanities.”

Professor Katz also took on one of the most recurre nt criticisms of the
Columbia School: Its dependence on commercial fundi ng. He backed
Lazarsfeld’s view on the issue: Commercially-orient ed research is as good
opportunity as any other to test more scholarly-min  ded hypotheses. “The
miracle of the Bureau was that, with money from com panies, we could do
administrative research for the clients and academi ¢ research that would
be published in scientific journals and books.” He also underscored what
he called a “paradox”: Despite the influx of differ ent clients (from
MacFadden Publications to the Pfizer Corporation) a  thread of continuity



in the social research performed at the Bureau coul d be discerned. The
main focus from The People’s Choice(Lazarsfeld et al., 1948) to Personal
Influence (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955) was on decision-making : “In
Personal Influence we were very focused on the two-step flow, on the
leader-to-follower dyads. But eventually we realise d the key was not in
whether there was a leader, but in whether there wa s an actual
conversation.” The idea of networks, already presen tin Personal
Influence , would be fully developed in the study of how doct ors adopted in
their practice the new medicines advertised by phar maceutical companies
(Coleman et al., 1966): “Here we went from decision s to diffusion.
Whereas in traditional survey research one hastof ind random

individuals from as different locations as possible , to study the diffusion of
innovation we had to build a molecule of people aro und the central atom
of the individual, and study the circulation of ide  as within that molecule.”

BLUMLER : MEDIA RESEARCH GUIDED BY VALUES

In his remembrance of the beginnings of communicati ons research in
Britain, Professor Jay G. Blumler began by identify  ing the political
influences he received before establishing himself in Leeds. At Antioch
College (Yellow Springs, Ohio), “perhaps the most p rogressive college in
America at that time, where students would particip  ate in the
government of the university”, he experienced fort he first time that
another world, more participatory and democratic, w as possible. “The idea
of ‘this can be’ would always be present in my futu re work” he said.
Another influence for Professor Blumler was his par ents: “My mother was
a convinced New Dealer, and my father was a member of the Socialist
Labor Party of America.”

The G.I. Bill granted scholarships for World War I veterans, so in the
1940s Professor Blumler arrived at the London Schoo | of Economics to
continue his studies under the guidance of Harold L  aski, a well-known
socialist thinker. Blumler would even become one of the editors of
Socialist Commentary, the journal of the Socialist  Vanguard Group.
Participatory democracy was being more delayed than expected, but, as
Blumler recalled, they were happy enough. Even ift hings do not turn out



to be the way one expect, at least one can enjoy th e prospects of change.
“Transition is everything” was the motto of one of  the socialist thinkers
they followed, and Blumler made it his motto, too.  His investigations
would later be informed by the normative aim of ab  etter society.
Citizenship and television (1965) and Television and the public interest:
Vulnerable values in Western

European broadcasting (1991)

are examples of this values-

. Blumler: “It seemed to me that
oriented research.

the audience was vulnerable to

In 1963, Blumler abandoned stereotyping and neglect.”

his teaching at Ruskin College

and went to Leeds to become

the Granada TV Fellow at the

University of Leeds. He was not very happy with the  claims about the
ignorance of audiences he had found in the mass cul ture debates of the
1950s. “It seemed to me that the audience was vulne rable to stereotyping
—without any evidence to support those preconceptio ns- and to neglect —
politicians and journalist would always decide what  the audience should
be interested in.” Professor Blumler made of audien ces one of key
elements of the study of what he and his colleague Michael Gurevitch
would call “political communication systems”, integ rated by political
advocates, journalists and the audience, and influe nced by the social
context where they are embedded. Context may change the way those
three systemic elements interact, hence the need of doing comparative
political communication research.

Audiences are, according to Professor Blumler, “amb ivalent.” They might
want to know about political parties and policies,  but they may also see
themselves as vulnerable to deceit. So, as scholars , he said, we should
think about what kind of political communication ca  n keep audiences
involved, instead of turning them off.

The round-table on the history of communications re search was a follow-
up event to the Jay Blumler Annual Lecture on 9 Dec  ember 2008, which
had Professor Elihu Katz as this year’'s keynote spe aker. The round-table
included the presentation of two papers, one by Pro fessor David Morrison
(University of Leeds) on the figure of Paul F. Laza rsfeld, and another by
Philip Lodge (Napier University) on the development  of communications



studies in Britain. The DVD film  The long road to Decatur: A history of
Personal Influence (Glenda Balas, 2007) was also exhibited for the
attendees.
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JAY G. BLUMLER ROUND -TABLE EVENT

9.00 - 1.00, 10th December 2008
Fairburn House, Upper Chapel LR (1.04a)

Schedule

9.00 Welcome (David Morrison/Stephen Coleman)
9.10 DVD showing — ‘The Long Road to Decatur’

9.40 David Morrison — ‘The Beginning of Modern Mass
Communications Research’

10.20 Elihu Katz — ‘Reflections on Communications R esearch’
Discussion and Coffee

11.30 Philip Lodge (Napier University) — ‘The Begin  nings and
Development of British Mass Communications Research '’

12.10 Jay Blumler — ‘Reflections on British Communi  cations
Research’

Discussion

Hit#
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