D-g[jEIDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDGDDDDDDDDDDDDDD

Communications Research in Latin America
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This article is intended to be a tight, descriptive and analytical
overview of communication research in Latin America. It is
addressed to a broad international audience that cannot be
assumed to be very familiar with communications in this part
of the world. Thus it starts by roughly depicting the general
situation of communications. It is within such a contextual
setting that the research can best be appraised.

A cursory inspection of Latin America’s mass communi-
cation system suggests that it lies between high and low levels
of advancement. In terms of media availability, as related to
population size, the region clearly falls, in general, below the
standards of the USA, Canada, Europe and other highly indus-
trialised parts of the world. When compared, however, with
the lesser developed regions of Asia and Africa, most of Latin
America has significant advantages. In certain cases, it even
has advantages over some highly developed countries. For
instance, the number of copies of daily newspapers per
100 inhabitants in Argentina is higher than in some European
countries. In general, Latin America today comfortably
exeeds the minimum standards of mass media availability
set by UNESCO in 1961 as indispensable for the developing
countries of the world. Its present growth indices for tele-
vison are impressive and those for radio almost spectacular.

However media availability — the existence of mass commu-

nication institutions — cannot be unrestrictedly equated with
people’s access to mass media messages. It is in the distri-
bution of these that the Latin American panorama fades from
bright to bleak. The pertinent information shows that the
distribution follows closely the patterns of rigid social strati-
fication which still characterise Latin American societies. No
matter how numerous or modern, the mass media are heavily
Concentrated in urban areas and primarily addressed to those
urban minorities that enjoy high socio-economic and cultural
standards of life. Urbanites in the lower brackets of the pyra-
mid and virtually all ruralites (still almost 50% of the total
Population) have either minimal or no opportunities of access
to mass media messages, with the possible and partial
€xception of radio.

Even if availability was to be de-concentrated (at least in

terms of locating some media institutations outside the large
cities) and even if the distribution patterns were modified to
provide access for large segments of the population, the
communication situation would probably not improve very
much. Why? Because mass media contents and codes would
probably remain addressed chiefly to urban elites, thus
keeping, at the very least, one out of every two Latin
Americans — that is, some 150 million people — practically
outside the full benefits of social communication.

There are several possible explanations for this situation.
One however, is more decisive than illiteracy or the lack of
roads and electricity. It is the commercial motive. The great
majority of mass media institutions are private, and strongly
dependent upon advertising for their existence and prosperity.
To them, therefore, the audience is composed only of those
privileged people who can participate in the market-place.
There are few public mass communication institutions and
they are very weak.

Profit motivation is the prime mover of communication
activity. Paraphrasing Lazarsfeld and Merton, it can be said
that, naturally, those who pay the Mariachis pick the songs.
And the tunes consistently being played are not those
favouring national development in the sense of structural
change leading to scoial justice and the democratisation of
the prevailing power system. Several studies have shown that
the main mass media prefer markedly trivial materials over
those which could be instrumental for development. A few
recent studies have provided evidence that the mass media
are not only indifferent to development efforts but often
work intentionally against social transformation endeavours
and in the service of the status quo.

Furthermore, at the nation-level, mass communication
systems appear to be very dependent on external financial
and pelitical interests. This dependence is grossly evidence
in the traffic of news, up to 90% of which from the world to
the region, viceversa, and within the region itself, is handled
by UPI and AP. It is also important in terms of communi-
cation technologies, programme materials (especially canned
television), advertising investments, and operations.

Finally, efforts towards the formulation and establish-
ment of national communication policies are only beginning.
And communication policies tailored to support develop-
ment plans and actions are still at an initial trial stage and
only active in very few countries.

Communication Research

It must be said from the start that in Latin America scientific
research concerning social communication is a promising but
modest activity. Neither know-how nor funds are abundant.
This inactivity may be explained mostly by the attitudes
prevailing among decision-makers towards research in general,
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about the social sciences as a whole, and about communi-
cation as a part of them. For instance, most universities give
research little attention. The social sciences are at best

adolescent and when they are lucky enough not to be regarded

as subversive, fail to obtain proper recognition and support.
Communication research is in its infant stages and has a long
and hard way to go before persuading government officers
and other institutional leaders of its significance for develop-
ment in the senses mentioned above.

Research appears to be concentrated in two groups of
countries: Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Costa Rica; and
Argentina, Chile, Venezuela and Peru. But there are few
stable or sizeable research groups, and private or public
funds do not often flow to their desks. The few researchers
often have to do other than research to earn their livelihoods.

In the 1950s research was restricted to historical accounts,
legal compilations and elementary descriptions, based far
more on intuition than on measurement. Scientific inquiries
into communication did not begin until 1960, when trained
social scientists began to conduct the first systematic verifi-
cations.

The region’s output to date is estimated by the Inter-
national Center of Higher Learning in Communication for
Latin America (CIESPAL) at Quito, Ecuador, to be between
3,000 and 4,000 studies. The great majority of them fall
into the domain of “fugitive literature”, since they are
either unpublished or have only been circulated in small
mimeograph editions. CIESPAL claims to have collected
most of these studies and, with assistance from international
agencies, is processing and abstracting about 1,000 that fall
into certain research categories agreed with the University of
Wisconsin, which is handling studies originally written in
English. Early in 1976 all the studies should become available
to all interested parties in Latin America and elsewhere in
the world through an international network of documentation
centres inspired by UNESCO.

The Objects and Methods of Research

What seem to have been the objects or topics on which the
studies have focused attention? What methods were chiefly
employed? And what appear to have been the explicit and
implicit premises upon which the inquiries have evolved?

Reliable and comprehensive answers to these questions
cannot be fully provided yet. The initial appraisal of those
studies relatively available, however, permits some important
preliminary conclusions.

Apparently, the areas of research topics on which the
studies have concentrated so far are:

T.  The history of journalism, with special attention to
the evolution of daily newspapers.

2. Communication legislation; chiefly about print
media and with some emphasis on freedom of the
press.

3. Print and electronic mass media structures and
functions; studied primarily in terms of (a) message
form, (b) media availability, (c) message consump-
tion and (d) the nature of the message content; and
secondarily in terms of (a) people’s access to
messages, (b) content effects, (¢) code nature and
consequences, (d) readership, readibility and reading

habits, and (e) media ownership and financing.

4. The content of picture-story fiction magazines,
comic books and school texts as well as of radio and
cinema soap-operas.

5. Television programming; contents and effects.

6.  News flow and extra-regional influences on the regiony
mass communication system.

7. Experiences with special formats of education
through radio.

8. Experiences with instructional television.

9. Experiences with audio-visual education in group
communication situations.

10.  Diffusion of agricultural innovations and other

aspects of rural communication.

The first two areas have received most attention; the next
three rather less; and the last five only little.

Within each broad category, specific topics vary widely.
The limited availability of the pertinent documentation
makes it impossible at the moment to estimate densities by
categories and, even less, proportions of the studies devoted
to specific topics. But glancing through the studies, some
questions appear to be somewhat central. For instance:

How are the mass media messages distributed among the
various segments of the population?

What is the nature of mass media content (manifest and
latent) in relation to national development needs and aims?
Which codes are being used by the media? Are the mass media
inducing alienation, conformity and consumerism in their
audiences? Are they instilling racism and conservatism?

Is mass media ownership concentrated, and is it connected
with financial interests and conservative circles? Who owns
the advertising companies and is advertising operating as a
force against social transformation? What is the nature of US
influence through television? Who dominates news traffic
in the region?

How can the mass media (especially radio and television)
serve the purposes of popular education for development?
What do mass media do in the rural areas and how, speci-
fically, does the diffusion process of agricultural innovations
occur?

Answers to these questions are being obtained, but often
in such a disparate fashion and so infrequently that few solid
generalisations can be made. There are a few exceptions:
message distribution, developmental innovations and news
traffic control. The evidence accumulated in these areas
appears substantive and coherent.

If the available studies were classified into descriptive,
explicative and predictive categories, probably most would
fall in the first category, some in the second, and fewest in
the third. Surveys and content-analysis studies are numerous
whereas experiments are minimal. Overwhelmingly, mass
communication is the favourite object of research. Inter-
personal communication has hardly ever been studied.

A General Appraisal

The first overall appraisal of Latin America’s communication
research took place in a meeting of experts in Costa Rica in
1973. It found research was affected by these limitations:

e A lack of its own conceptual framework.

e An uncritical adoption of extra-regional methodologies



(some of which proved inadequate, and other obsolete)
along with an absence of authentic national creations of
appropriate methodologies.

e A lack of even a minimal degree of systematisation that
would have facilitated the use of results in more than one
country.

e An exaggerated emphasis on descriptive and quantitative
approaches, to the exclusion of qualitative insights.

e A preference for limited and partial research topics; an
exaggerated attention to problems of the Press in lieu of
an integrated perception of the network of communication
in any given society.

e A total absence of policies and plans to orientate inquiries.

e A lack of coordination, resulting in the duplication of
efforts and waste.

e A lack of interdisciplinary manner of working.

The Alien Influences

It is logical to expect that science travels to the less developed
countries from the more developed ones. Scientific communi-
cation in Latin America has been no exception. The regions
research has indeed been strongly influenced by the USA and
Europe. Formal appraisals of the European influence are not
yet available. But a few critiques of the US influence have
been produced.

These critiques — covering premises, objects and methods
— centre on four major contentions. One is that most of the
studies carried out under US influences had a gross disregard
- for the determinant importance of the overall social structure
on the communication phenomena studied and with undue
emphasis on individual personality variables. Second, instances
of persuasive communication, ultimately geared towards
securing conformity with societal values and norms, were given
an exaggerated importance, with a consequent neglect of
communication acts not centred around the persuasion goal.
The third is that, often, the efforts to secure highly rigorous
quantitative measurement led to sophisticated but less rele-
vant research findings. And the fourth is that ideological
conservatism, and an unrealistic belief in the existence of
science as a value-free activity, permeated inquiries,
accounting for a fallacious neutrality.

Some critics see the origins of these influences in the
very nature of the social sciences in the USA which in turn
have derived from the characteristics of that country’s
society. They claim that sociology, psychology and social
psychology in the USA are basically sciences of behavioural
compliance and adjustment. They add that, as such, those
sciences are probably quite adequate and legitimate to the
aims and requirements of US society but not to those of
Latin America in which the crucial question is dynamic
change, rather than static equilibrium.

Traditional European influences are evident, pre-1960, in
the sustained preference for historical appraisals of print
media, monographic descriptions of freedom of the press,
compilations of legal norms, and philosophical essays
about general communication problems. Since about
1970 a new European influence — that of semiology — has
entered the Latin American scene, especially in Argentina,
Chile, Brazil and Peru, and opened new and promising
research avenues. Casual criticism of these influences tend
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to regard them as “speculative’’ and “unrigorous’ in the sense
of showing little concern for systematic and empirical verifi-
cation and venturing into unsubstantiated and highly subjec-
tive judgements.

The dilemma for Latin Americans would seem to lie be
between rigorous conservatism and unrigorous reformism.
Beyond that, the question may even come to be a confron-
tation between two contrasting perspectives of the role
of the social sciences in developing nations. One advocates a
neutral duty; the other argues the scientists should have a
political commitment. Taken to extremes, these positions are
unlikely to reach a point of compromise. The discussion,
however, is germane for countries like those of Latin America
which are going through a struggle of economic, cultural and
political emancipation and ideological self-assertion.

Naive as it may sound, what is to be hoped is that Latin
America communication researchers take freely but critically
any and all alien influences, using the best of them for their
purposes, but also — courageously and creatively — establish
premises, objects and methods truly akin to their own realities.
For the only thing really wrong with alien influences is that
those receiving them may prove unable to prevent them from
becoming alienating. ®

Luis Beltran has developed the ideas in this article in two longer papers:
Communication Research in Latin America: The Blindfolded Inquiry
(submitted to the International Scientific Congress on Mass Communica-
tion and Social Consciousness in a Changing World, Leipzig, 1974) and,
secondly, Alien Premises, Objectives and Methods in Latin American
Communication Research: A Critical Perspective in Light of US
Influences (to be published in ‘Communication Research’).

TV Interviewers and Researchers — guilty of the same fault?
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“Now, sit still, keep quiet, and I'll tell you what you’re
thinking”’

from ‘Nya Antenna’, Stockholm, October, 1975
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