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Comments on the Communication 
Revolution in the United States 
Donald F Roberts 

COMMUNICATION Is a socia l proc •••• the 
goal of which ,. to enable peopl. to . hare 
meaning and. hopefully, und.r. tandlng. 
Thu. any change, revolutionary or evolu· 
tlonary, In communication technology I. In· 
tere.tlng only Insofar a.lt affects the social 
exchange of meaning. Thl . paper . ugge. t. 
that we arl wltnH.lng not I revolution, but 
the I .. dlng Idge of In Ivolutlon. It ' Mm. 
to be proc ... 01 ,uppllmentatlon In which 
the new technologl .. opera'e In ConClrt 
with thl old. 

1. Introduction 
In the field of Communication In the United 
States a dist inction exists between In forma
tion and communication . Information is 
simply the raw material out of wh ich 
something like meaning Is constructed and 
shared through a process of communica
t ion. When one uses the term revolution in 
the field of Communication then one has to 
focus on communication technologies, not 
Information . 

The emphasis here is on the one hand on 
the rap id evolut ion in communication 
technologies In the Un ited States and more 
Important , about a few of the Implications 
of this evolution for the way people behave. 

Communication is a social process, the 
goal of which Is to enable people to share 
meaning and, hopefully , understanding. 
Thus any change, revolutionary or evolu
tionary, In communication technology Is in-
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teresting only Insofar as it affec ts the soc ial 
exchange of meaning. If information is not 
exchanged, if the flow is not In twoor more 
directions, then the probabil ity of sharing 
meaning and understanding rap idly de
creases to zero. What Is the communication 
revolution in the U.S.? 

PROF DON F ROSERTS I, dlreclOl of ,II. I",tllul. lor Com· 
munlc lllOil R"Nrcll,/ III, Unl~"lry 01 St,nlord. Till ' /" 
r.vf,ed v~'lon of. 'peecll d.,lWlred.t til, Annu,1 "'''''ng 
of til, Southe'" Afrlc,n Commun/u,/on Au « I. lIon, PrefO(/e, 
RSA. Augusl, 1985. Til. ,ulllor wl,II., to ,II,nll E~r." "" 
ROgflrJ ,nd Debra Lleb~m'n 'or III.;r IIalplul comm,n' , on 
, n ,,,//., dra" 01 til" /alII. 
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2. Information Society 
According to the popular press - news· 
papers, magazines, television specials, and 
especially advertisements for such things 
as personal computers, cable television 
video recorders, interactive videodisc, and 
so forth - the "communication revolution" 
is new, is now, and is computer based. The 
revolution is described in terms of recent 
and dramatic changes in how information 
is stored, transmitted, and accessed (as op· 
posed to received). 

Now there is no doubt that a great many 
dramatic changes have occured in com· 
munication technology in the past 10'years. 
But I want to suggest that we are witness· 
ing not a revolution, but the leading edge of 
an evolution. We are not seeing a process 
of substitution in which the new replaces 
the old. 

Rather, it seems to be a process of sup
plementation in which the new operates in 
concert with the old, changing some func
tions, creating new ones, but not really 
replacing anything. 

One thing that has become quite clear in 
the past 15 years is that the US is no longer 
an industrial society. That is, the industrial 
sector is no longer the econom ic eng i ne that 
drives the country. Rather we have become 
what a number of scholars have labeled an 
"information society." This transformation 
was completed at least 30 years ago, and 
it began very near the turn of the century. 

The US began to industrialize in the 
~id-1800's, and by the turn of the century 
It had changed from an agricultural society 
to an industrial society, one in which the 
!argest part of the work force was employed 
In industrial jobs. At this time, very few 
people were employed in information jobs. 

Figure 1 supplies a few definiHons to ex
plain that. These definitions, along with a 
good deal of the information about the new 
communication technologies, are taken 
from the manuscript of a proposed new 
book, Communication Technology, current
ly being written by Everett M. Rogers. 

Rogers defines an information society as 
a nation in which a majority of the labor 
force is composed of information workers 

Information Society: a nation In which a majority 

of the labor force Is composed of information 

workers, and in which information Is the most 

Important element. 

Information Worker: an Individual whose main 

activity Is producing, processing, or distributing 

Information, and producing Information technology. 

Information: patterned matter-energy that affects 

the probabilities available to an Individual making 

a decision. 

(a) Lacks physical existence of Its own;exa 

pressed In material form (e.g. Ink on paper) 

or energy form (e.g. electrical impulses). 

(b) Economically odd because one can sell it 

and stili have it. 

(Adapted from Everett M. Rogers, CommunIcatIon Technology, ,n press) 

Figure 1; Welcome to the Information Society: 
Some Working Definitions 

and in which information is the most impor
tant element. 

He defines information workers as those 
whose main activity is producing, process
ing, or distributing information, or produc
ing information technology. Typical infor
mation occupations include teachers, 
scientists, journalists, secretaries, 
managers, consultants, computer program
mers, and so on - people whose main ac
tivity is to write, teach, give or sell advice, 
give orders, or otherwise store and transmit 
information. 

Now with that definition of information 
jobs, let us look at some figures relevant to 
the US labour force. In 1900 approximately 
10% of the workers were engaged in infor
mation work, and this grew relatively slow
ly to about 25% in 1940. 

But in the mid-1950's, when TV became 
a common household appliance, when the 
computer began to make itself known out
side the scientific lab, and when the USSR 
launched Sputnik, the number of informa
tion workers took off. 

You can see this in Figure 2, which shows 
the percentage of each of the four major 
labor force sectors employed in a given 
year. In 1800, the US was an agricultural 
society; information jobs accounted for 2110 
of 1 percent of the workers. In 1860, we 
became an industrial SOCiety in that the 
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In the US we still grow a great many crops 
exporting to most of the world and we 

still manufacture a great many p'roducts 
again exporting to much of the world. Thes~ 
functions co-exist with information func
tions. It seems to me that the process here 
is one more of supplementation than of 
substitution. 

3. Media Society 
Now what does this information society 
concept imply for the public? How do our 
neighbors or our families experience the 
new communication technologies? 

Firstly, in the US we are clearly a media 
society. We spend a great deal of money 
and a great deal of time on communication 

o,+-----r---.--,----,--.,.--,--,----,-...:::J- 2% med ia. For exam p Ie, in 1977, US co nsu mers 
1800182018401860188019001920194019601980 spent $38 million on mass communications 

(TV, print, radio). We spent about 45percent 
of all leisure dollars on mass media of one 
type or another, and the figure may by now 
be significantly higher if the new 
technologies (which are not, strictly speak
ing, mass media), are included. 
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Year 
(Adapted from James 8eneger. in press) 

Fig~(e 2: The Emergence of the Information Society 

largest proportion of the work force was 
now engaged in industry, in producing pro
ducts of one kind or another. 

Between 1940 and 1960, we see the take
off point for the information sector. By 1960, 
41 % of our workers dealt with information· 
by 1980, it had become 47%. On the basi~ 
of these figures, we have to say that the USA 
became an information society by the 
mid-1950s. 

Rogers finds that the best estimates 
available tell us that in 1985: 
• 54% of the US work force are information 

workers; 
• 63% of all equivalent working days in the 

US are devoted to information work· 
• 67% of all labour costs are for infor~a

tion work; 
• 70% of work hours in the US are devoted 

to information work. 
By any of these measures, we are an infor
mation society. But note, the growth figure 
in that graph does not seem to chart a 
revolution. There are some historical 
discontinuities that seem abrupt (eg, the 
take-off in information jobs in the mid 
1950's) but there is not an overthrow of 
preceding occupational categories, and cer
tainly not an overthrow of other occupa
tional products. 
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Almost half of all our citizens claim to 
read a newspaper every day, and almost all 
claim to read one a couple of times per 
week. 

For all intents and purposes, every 
household has several radios (over 98%) 
and at least one TV set. Probably three
quarters of the population have multiple TV 
sets. Recent figures indicate the average TV 
set is on for 6 and 3/4 hours per day, and it 
is not unusual to find homes in which the 
set runs 12 to 14 hours per day. 

Personal viewing varies, on average, from 
two to four hours per day depending on age, 
sex, education, race, geographical region, 
season, and so forth. In short, the average 
American devotes between two and five 
hours per day to the traditional mass media. 

And now we are beginning to adopt the 
new communication technologies. Time for 
these will somehow have to be discovered. 
To some extent, it will be taken from other 
media, but probably not totally. 

The following is a brief explanation of the 
communication technologies according to 
Rogers. 

First, "new" refers to two dimensions: 
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1. their recency; 
2. their potential to modify communication 

because of several new features, which 
are really ways of recombining old 
features or more traditional forms of 
communication. 

There are three major categories of new 
features. 
1. The new technologies tend to be interac

tive to a greater degree than older mass 
media. That is, they are media with in
terpersonal overtones. On the ORe hand, 
they can reach many more people than 
can face-to-face communication; on the 
other hand, the new technologies have 
the interactive implications of face-to
face communication. 

2. The new communication technologies 
are "demassified media." That is, a 
special message can be delivered to or 
accessed by small segments of an au
dience, or even individuals within the 
larger audience. The implication of this is 
tremendous: it moves control of the infor
mation from the sender to the receiver (in 
traditional mass media research terms). 

3. These new communication technologies 
are asynchronous. Their message can be 
sent immediately, but it can be either 
delivered or received at a time convenient 
for the intended receiver. This also im· 
plies a shift in control from sender to 
receiver. (In a sense, this may be less a 
new feature than the re-emergence of an 
old one. That is, the asynchronous at
tribute has always been characteristic of 
print - one can read a letter when it is 
received, or a week or year later - but has 
now also become a feature of the elec
tronic media.) 

The computer, of course, is at the heart of 
the new communication technologies. First
ly, because of its capacity to enable us to 
network and communicate with other in
dividuals and with large data banks. 

Secondly, because of its capacity to be 
connected to most of the other new media 
in ways that make them interactive, demas
sified, and asynchronous. Those other 
media include such things as cable TV, com· 
munication satellites, videocassette 
recorders, teletext, videotext, laser·read 

" .2 a; 
!' 

media such as CD-ROM and interactive 
videodiscs, and so forth. 

Two dimensions on which we frequently 
classify communication media are (a) the 
size of the audience, and (b) the age of the 
information when it reaches the receiver 
(speed). Thus, for example, a telephone 
generally reaches an audience of one, and 
the information it provides is very young -
say a few seconds at the most. 

Conversely, a monthly magazine may 
reach an audience of millions, but the infor
mation is about a month old. If we follow 
this kind of classification procedure across 
all media, we arrive at something like Figure 
3, which was originally prepared by the 
Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications 
in Japan. 

~ 24 hours 

'5 

" : 12 hours 

1 hour 

1 person 3-4 10 100 1000 104 105 106 107 

Audience size 
Figure 3: Claaalfication of Communication Media by 

Siza of Audience and "Age' of Information 

Firstly look at what we usually think of as 
the major mass media, those located at the 
bottom right of the figure: radio, TV, and 
newspapers. As illustrated in Fig 3, their ad
vantage is that they reach massive au· 
diences very rapidly. Still near the bottom 
of the fig ure, but to the left, there are media 
that reach very small audiences, but that 
also do it rapidly - a telegram, a conversa
tion, the telephone. 

Immediately above these are small
audience media that work more slowly -
the letter and manual conveyance. And 
finally in the upper right quadrant of the 
figure we find a collection of media that 
reach moderate (100 +) to very large (one 

7 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



million +) audiences relatively slowly, re
quiring a few days, a few months, or even 
a few years. 

What is particularly interesting about this 
figure is the section labeled "blank area" 
and encompassed by a broken line. This is 
the area where we could place media that 
can reach audiences ranging in size from 
twenty to, say, one million, and that can 
reach them relatively rapidly. 

This is the area that locates special au
diences, the ones that marketers, or social 
change agents, or teachers would really like 
to reach. And by now it should be obvious 
that this is where I think the new com
munication technologies belong. 

A personal computer hooked into a local 
area network, for example, makes it efficient 
to deliver a specific message to an audience 
as small as 50 or 100, and simultaneously 
to make it possible to deliver a slightly dif
ferent message to a different 50 or 100 or, 
with the aid of a modem and satellite hook
up, 1,000,000. 

Similarly, a cable TV system makes it 
feasible to program for small, special au
diences as opposed to the mass audience 
- to really target messages, and in the 
same vein to provide specialised data banks 
for self-defined audiences. It is also impor
tant to note that with each of these media, 
the information can be quite young. 

That is, they work very rapidly - if the 
receiver (not the source) wants it that way. 
But because they are asynchronous media, 
the audiences can also choose to delay 
receipt of the information. 

This also seems to me to illustrate sup
plementation, not substitution. I see no 
evidence that we will give up the old media 
because of these new ones. We have not 
given up print because of radio and film; we 
have not given up radio and film because of 
TV. 

Rather, we tend to reassign functions. For 
example, we found new uses for print media 
and assigned some of their old tasks to 
radio and television. I think the same is hap
pening with the emergence of the new com· 
munication technologies. 
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Media and the Child 
A proliferation of new communication 
technologies implies several things for 
society and social organization. 
Firstly, there is clearly a great deal more in
formation available to people by virtue of the 
fact that there are so many channels that 
can be accessed. Simply on the basis of pro
bability, then, more channels mean more 
voices, mean more messages, mean more 
different interpretations of reality. 

And all this means a greater chance that 
the public will have the option of being ex
posed to differing views, which increases 
the chances of calls for changes on one 
dimension or another. 

Now any single source may not - usual
ly does not - like this situation. What 
parent wants to be contradicted in what he 
tells his child? What politician wants her op
ponents views aired? What industrialist 
wants her competitor's products publicis
ed? But in spite of such objections, I 
suspect that access to such multiple view
points makes for a much stronger citizenry. 

But not without cost - the cost of 
change. 

Eric Hoffer, in a fascinating book called 
The Ordeal of Change (Hoffer, 1963) argued 
convincingly that any change is an ordeal. 
I'd like to give one example of how com· 
munication technology engendered change 
that should strike home with all of you who 
are parents - and make clear why change 
can be talked about as an ordeal. 

One way to think about childhood is in 
terms of a parental information monopoly. 
That is, young children are dependent on 
others for information about thei r world, and 
in the early years, parents are in a position 
to control most of that information. 

Put another way, parents are highly effec
tive gatekeepers, exerting almost 
monopolistic control over the nature and 
amount of information reaching their 
children. 

Moreover, the potency of the parental in
formation monopoly is magnified because 
parents also control most of the tangible 
rewards and punishments available to the 
child, eventually taking on reinforcing pro-
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perties themselves, and because informa
tion mediated by parents reaches children 
when, struggling toward a conception of the 
world and lacking a backlog of experience, 
they are most open to new information. 

In general, the combination of the child's 
information dependence and the parents' 
gatekeeping role exerts a conserving in
fluence on the social and cultural patterns 
children adopt. 

If we assume that children's interpreta
tion of any message is always a funtion of 
information received and organised at an 
earlier time, then parents not only provide 
children with their initial definitions of the 
world, but also the frame of reference within 
which later definitions - those from other 
sources - will be processed. 

Further, if we assume that most parents 
define (both by action and by explicit state
ment) reality to their children in terms of the 
roles and norms prevailing in society, then 
it is not surprising that the outcomes of the 
socialization process are so infrequently 
revolutionary. 

This is not to say that changes do not oc· 
cur, however. The parental information 
monopoly is never absolute, and it becomes 
less so as children grow older and en~ 
counter more and more information sources 
outside the immediate family. 

As sources of socially mediated informa
tion increase, so too does the probability 
that children will encounter new and dif· 
ferent interpretations of reality. 

But historically at least, exposure to new 
information sources was gradual, depen· 
ding on the developing ability of the child 
to move from her own back yard, to the end 
of the block, to the local school, to the other 
side of the town and so on. 

Moreover, in the not too distant past, 
each subsequent source of information en
countered did not dramatically diverge from 
those already encountered. Neighborhoods, 
local schools, even the other side of town, 
were more likely to be similar to than dif· 
ferent from the child's immediate environ
ment, and similarity rather than difference 
probably also characterised the information 
and definitions encountered at each more 
distant location. 

Thus, while each succeeding generation 
of children has always questioned and 
ultimately modified some of the standards 
of their parents, the changes tended to be 
evolutionary, not revolutionary. 

For today's child, however, the picture is 
changing. The new communication techno
logies, especially the pictorial media to 
which they have early access, enable 
children to experience vicariously the world 
far beyond their own backyard. 

The new media allow them to confront 
systems of norms and rules very different 
from those espoused not only by their 
families, but also by their local 
communities. 

The new communication technologies ex
pose even very young children to informa
tion in far greater quantities and of far 
greater variety than that available at first 
hand. And as sources increase, so too does 
the probability of discrepancies in interpre
tations of reality, the probability of "dif
ficult" questions posed by children, and, of 
course, the probability that children 
ultimately will adopt rules and norms quite 
different from those espoused by their 
parents. 

The implication of all this is that as more 
and more new communication technologies 
emerge, changes in social norms will occur 
more rapidly. To the extent that there is a 
proliferation of information sources 
available to the child, parents exert less con
trol over the immediate definitions of reali
ty adopted by their children, hence over the 
ways in which subsequent information will 
be processed. 

And this undermining of the parental in
formation monopoly means that they have 
less and less control over how each suc
ceeding generation defines the world. As 
any parent knows, this kind of intergenera
tional change is quite difficult to accept, 
and very likely to become an ordeal. 

Secondly, it seems that multiple voices 
created by the new technologies imply a 
change in the criteria for credibility, and an 
increase in thE! vulnerability of credibility. 
Once, and perhaps even today in a few 
societies, credibility was invested in the 
position or role: if parent, then credible; if 
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priest, then credible; if president, then 
credible. 

But more channels and more voices bring 
differing interpretation of reality. These, in 
turn, lead to public awareness that there are 
multiple interpretations of the world and to 
attempts by one set of voices or one part of 
the public to counteract this awareness by 
trying to silence other voices. 

When these two things (that is, aware
ness of multiple interpretations and 
awareness of attempts to conceal such 
multiplicity) are combined, credibility is 
undermined. Once a human is aware of mul· 
tiple interpretations, which new channels 
almost guarantee, then the silencing of any 
one, for any reason, under any guise, implies 
something to hide. 

This seems to be a lesson from the 
American experience. A historical study 
could be conducted in the US that would 
show that in every instance in which anyone 
has attempted to control the free flow of dif
ferent interpretations of reality and that at
tempt has become known (which occurs 
more often the more communication chan
nels you have), then the institution attemp
ting to impose retraints has lost credibility, 
never to regain it. For example, the credibili
ty that Richard Nixon cost the US presiden
cy has not been and probably will not be 
regained in my lifetime. 

And the real cost has been paid not by 
that institution, but by society and by the 
successive generations of that society, 
simply because people have more and more 
come to believe that you can't believe 
anyone. 

The new communication technologies, 
and the multiple channels they offer, imply 
that this kind of thing will happen at a 
greater rate the more controls are 
attempted. 

Finally, the shift of control from source 
to receiver compounds the arguments put 
forward in the previous paragraphs. Some
one once said that "information is power." 
That means that control over how informa
tion is distributed and structured is power. 
That is, power resides not so much in the 
information one has, as in the information 
one has that one's opponents or subjects 
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do not have, or in control over the interpreta
tion imposed on the information they do 
have. 

It has been described how the new 
technologies (1) enable the storage of vast 
numbers of messages, (2) enable anyone 
with access to a channel (and that is rapid
ly becoming most people) to create 
messages aimed at small, often scattered 
audiences, and (3) provide the opportunity 
for anyone to access (receive) any message 
at his or her own convenience. 

We may be approaching a time in which 
citizens can choose what to hear and what 
not to hear, and when, and how. That choice 
can't be controlled. As you change control 
over access to information from source to 
receiver, you change the location of power 
in society, hence the form of society and the 
dynamics of change in society. That's what 
the change from source control to receiver 
control may be dOing. 

5. Conclusion 
Each and every discipline can create many 
frameworks which serve as a way to view 
how humans behave. One communication 
perspective (but certainly not the only one) 
that is intriguing, derives from thinking 
about new communication technologies, 
and about what happens to social organiza
tion as a function of the access a citizenry 
has to information and interpretations of 
information. 

It seems that each new communication 
technology, beginning with the invention of 
writing and continuing right on through the 
computer, can be seen as a way of making 
more (hence different) interpretations of 
reality available to more people. 

This shift from source to receiver control 
can be viewed as a means of extending 
social and even political enfranchisement. 
Each communication technology has in
creased the number of voices, which in
creased the number of interpretations of 
any given issue or event, which increased 
the probability and rate (and perhaps mag
nitude) of change. And perhaps that is the 
one constant from a communication point 
of view ... change. 

Increased diversity of voices, then, means 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



increased change. Once people know there 
are multiple voices, they know there are 
multiple interpretation of the world. And you 
cannot take that awareness back, not even 
from a five-year-old. 

The problem, then, becomes not how to 
control information in order to impede or to 
slow change. Technology has made that im
possible. Rather it is how to use com
munication - the full exchange of informa
tion, the sharing of meaning - in order to 
shape and guide change. 

And perhaps most important, how to use 
it in order to reduce the fear oif change that 
seems almost generic in man. (Our beha
viour really do.es demonstrate that we 
believe that what we don't know is certain 
to hurt us, hence to be avoided, but history 
also shows that this belief is frequently 
incorrect). 

And here is the irony in all this. On the one 
hand it has been communication and the 
technologies we have invented to facilitate 
communication that have put us in this posi
tion. They have created a situation in which 
the only constant in society seems to be 

change, a condition that has always engen
dered fear in man. 

But on the other hand, this same com
munication and those same communication 
technologies are the only means we have 
with which to deal with change, with ordeal 
of change. 

It seems that to do anything to attempt 
to impede the role of communication, to im
pede exchange and sharing of meaning, is 
first, futile, and second, courting disaster. 
In short, the only way to deal with the 
change that is the result of wh'at might be 
called "unfetterable" communication is 
through "unfettered" communication. 
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Conflict and Negotiation: The Role of Communication 

THIS is the theme for this year's annual congress of the Southern 
African Communication Association. It will be held on August 22 -
23 at the Indaba Hotel at Fourways, 20 mim/tes away from the Johan· 
nesburg city centre. 

Contact Dr Paul Vorster at (011) 726·5000 x 2139 for details. 
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