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Communication: forgotten Tool of National Development 

by Luis Ramiro Beltran S. "Of all the technological changes which have been sweepíng through the tradi-
tional societies of the underdeveloped world in the last decade - - changes in 

the production of energy, in the process of agriculture, in the nature of weaponry 

- - the most fundamental and pervasive in theír effects on human society have

been changes in com municatíon. The dramatic upheavals in the economics, the

politics, and the social structures of the new nations about wbich we read daily

in our newspapers all have their origin in a radical alteration in the perceptions

of the average man, in the two-thírds of mankind wbicb for centuries has been tra­

ditional, as to the nature and extent of the world in which he Uves. These changes

have been wrougbt by modern transportation and communication." - - Max F.

Millikan, noted MIT economist and expert in international studies.

In the battle to overcome underdevelopment, most countries have concentrated effort; 
and resources on changing the functions of society. They have emphasized changes in 
the function of producing food and fibers -- for example, in the way they cultivate the 
land. Very few governments, however, have applied equal energy to introducing changes 
in the structure of society. For instance, the pattern of land ownership remains pretty 
much unaltered except where social revolutions have triggered agrarian reforms. 

Unilateral approaches toward social - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -m-at-er-i· a-1-to achieve social justice and and economic change can hardly result in improvement of all society. 
·genuine national development. Modifying
functions of society but leaving its struc­
ture untouched may lead to sorne increases
in production. This, however, is only
likely to add power to already too power­
fül minorities and to make participation
and progress still more unattainable for
the majorities. On the other hand, modi­
fying the structure but leaving the fµnc­
tions untouched -- for instance, redistri­
buting land but not reorganizing the tech­
nology of its cultivation -- may lead to
sorne degree of social justLce, but not to
economic advancement. The difference is
·that structural change makes functional
change possible, but not the other way
around.

National development must be viewed
as a process of changing both the struc­
ture and the func tions of society. This
can break the concentration of power and
democratically redistribute it in order

Few Own Most 

'l'he social structure in most under­
developed countries is built around land 
ownership. Only a few people own almost 
all cultivated land. As in colonial times, 
this results in a high concentration of 
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., it is possible to infer the leve! of a country's general development from its 
leve/ of communication devefopment." 

( continued from page 1) 

power. The sheer minority owning the 
natural resources, capital, and means of 
production monopolizes control of key 
social and economic institutions. Those 
who own land also tend to domínate mining, 
fishing, ba.nki!ng,commerce and industry. 
This gives them strong influence over 
socialization agencies such as schools 
and mass media. It also allows them to 
use political organizations, churches, 
and the army to achieve their objectives 
and satisfy their interests. 

Actually, such social structures are 
organized for status quo, not change. 
They often prevent popular participation 
in the main stream of national life. 

To change the social structure is, 
therefore, a main prerequisite for nation­
al development. Most developing countries, 
in fact, proclaim land reform and tax re­
form among the essential pre-conditions 
for rural development. And, for countries 
which earn their living from farming and 
where most people live in rural areas, 
agricultural development is a necessary 
first step toward general national de­
velopment. 

Social structures eventually change 
through "spontaneous" evolution. But 
this type of "natural" change is often 
too slow and superficial to satisfy the 
demands of today's world, a world serious­
ly threatened by the imbalance between 
population growth and food production, 
as well as shaken by emerging new ideas, 
new nations and new perils. 

Directed, accelerated change is now 
mandatory if prompt progress is to be 
achieved. Revolution is one route to 
change. Persuasion is the other. Where 
the power holders keep the social struc­
ture unaltered and inflexible, the form-
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er is likely to be the case. Where the 
pressure of the masses has already led 
the ruling elites to allow for transition 
the latter should be the case. But re­
volution can--and often does--result in 
merely changing control from one group of 
ruling elites to another. 

Communicatiori is a vital instrument 
of change whether development occurs 
through revolution or through persuasíon. 
Most countries seem to have chosen the 
road of persuasion. But almost none 
appears to be fully aware of the respon­
sibility of communication they accepted 
when choosing that road. 

Revolution can operate rapid change. 
It imposes new behaviors. It modifies 
sorne institutions, it destroys others. 
It promptly creates new ones. This is 
not the case of persuasion, based on 
gradually gaining the wilfull support of 
the people. Persuasion is hardly fast. 
Communication is rarely easy. 

, 

To persuade people through communi­
cation, to change their attitudes, habits 
and behaviors, is a complex and difficult 
enterprise. But, without it, national 
development cannot occur at the pace, 
depth, and volume needed. "A series of 
costly and avoidable failures" -- points 
out S. C. Dube, noted social scientist 
with ample experience in the problems of 
developing nations -- "has shown the 
planner that even well-drawn projects of 
modernization fail to register with the 
people and to produce the desired results 
unless they are supported by an imagina­
tive, adequate, and effective communica­
tion program. 11 

In fact, it is possible to infer the 
lev.el of a country' s general development 
from its level of communication develop-
ment. There can hardly be a well develop-
ed country with poor communications. The 
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rorrelation explains itself easily. De­
velopment implies interaction, massive 
1111Jbilization, and universal participation 
in decision-making on matters of public 
interest and in the process of implement­
ii!g national goals. And interaction, 
mobilization, and participation cannot 
occur without communication, 

Blocked Communication 
Almost all underdeveloped countries 

show a pattern of blocked communication, 
Most obviously, lack of roads and trans­
portation limit communication. But the 
absence of opportunity far people to "talk" 
to each other, to get to know one another 
within the country, is perhaps more drama­
tic, Social relations are restricted to 
a few contacts within the immediate circle 
of acquaintance. People in one province 
do not know what is going on in the capital 
city or in the other provinces, Each small 
com�unity regards the other as foreign. 
Indifference, suspicion, and isolation pre­
vail over mutual understanding and coopera­
tion, Governments do not have adequate 
channels to transmit the development 
messages tO the population; field agents 
can reach only minimal numbers of people 
in a few regions, People have no way to 
express their wishes to the government 
and little opportunity to check the behav­
íor of the official agencies. Indeed, in 
most cases, the majorities do not even 
vote to forro government, Save minar ex­
ceptions, mass media -- where it exists 
at all -- are actually elite media since 
they only reach the minority of urban 
dwellers. Among the explanations for it 
are illiteracy, low buying power of the 
people, lack of roads and electtification, 

ínsufficient qualified communication 
personnel, and high cost of installation 

· and operation of communication equipment.

Given such characteristics, a true 
nation -- an integrated social system 
composed of interacting members that free­
ly· share needs, goals, means, efforts, 
and.benefits -- can hardly be thought to 
exíst, And when sorne such articulation 
comes clase to existing, when the country 
somehow approaches a formula of national 

unity for development, that existence is 
tragically weak and precarious, 

This reality is so self-evident that 
there should be little need for promoting 
the importance of communication in nation­
al development, Unfortunately, perhaps 
because communication -- the "cobweb of 
society" -- is so obvious that it can be 
taken for granted, few developing coun­
tries have cared to properly organize it 
in the service of development. It would 
seem they think communication is there, 

.somehow automatically; nothing needs tp
be done to bring it about. Talking is 
eguated with persuadin� .and hearin�-�ith 
understanding and accepting, 

Such a serious misconception of com­
munication -- the fundamental social pro­
cess and the art and science of engineer­
ing change in human behavior -- has led 
most governments of the developing coun­
tries to almost completely neglect com­
munication in planning and implementing 
development, They may perceive communi­
cation development as a product of eco­
nomic development but they fail to see 
it as an antecedent. Plans do attribute 
importance to the need for educating the 
masses. Policy-makers do speak about the 
necessity for diffusion of technological 
information, Politicians and technocrats 
are increasingly coming to accept the 
notion that popular adult education as an 
investment for development. But, when 
it comes to action, virtually no one 
seems concerned with allocating funds 
specifically far communication develop­
ment, 

Development Hinges on Communication 
Therefore, the global strategy for 

national development excludes the parti­
cular strategy for communication develop­
ment that should be its main operational 
support and instrument. For it is only 
through people com.�unicating (efficiently 
and effectively) that any development can 
occur, It is man who must change in arder 
for things to be changed by him, And 
changing man -- manipulating his social 

( continued on next page) ,
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envirorunent so as to modify, in multiple 
directions and ways, feelings, thoughts 
and behaviors of rnillions of distinct 
human beings to a point that they be­
come autonornously innovative -- is a far 
more difficult endeavor than changing 
the course of rivers, the composition of 
soils and the performance of plants and 
anirnalsº 

It follows that, as long as the 
development of organized communication 
is kept out of overall planning for 
change, the very success of national 
development is at stake. 

Suggestions for Action 

What can the developing countries 
do to correct this? There are, of course, 
no universal formulas. Yet, a few basic 
suggestions for action may prove useful. 

18 

l. Incorporate communication de­
velopment into the master nation­
al development plan so that it
serves all other development
activities.

2º Include funds in the national 
budget to promote communication 
development in a proportion cor­
respondent to the communication 
needs of other development pro­
jects. 

3. Promote, intensely and systema­
tically, awareness in the public
administration and among the en­
tire population the significance
of communication improvement in
the service of national develop­
ment.

4. Induce and help universities and
other top-level educational in­
stitutions to establish, on a

national scale, professional train•
\ing in comnunication principles 

and techniques for specialists 
and technical field agents. 

5. Organize and foster research in
com.nunication so that planners
have reliable information about
which developmental rnessages,
transmitted thrqugh which channels,
are more likely to be effective
with which audiences.

6º Produce, in the language of the 
country, the essential literature 
needed for communication training. 

7. Provide the field workers with
the communication aids (verbal,
written and visual) that they
must have to make their personal
contacts effective.

8. Use traditional modes of communi­
cation to spur innovation.

9. Promote the growth and expansion
of privately-owned mass media so
that they reach the rural audience º 

10. Establish communication institu­
tions that combine mass media with
interpersonal communication stra­
tegies, such as farm radio forwns.
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