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Why Be Quantitative?
Harold D. Lasswell

he point of view of this book is that the study of politics can be advanced by the quantitative analysis of political discourse. Why be
quantitative? In reply, it is perhaps appropriate to bring out the limitations of qualitative analysis in terms of the work of the present writer.
At the end of World War I, research on politically significant communication was almost entirely qualitative, consisting in the discovery and
illustration of propaganda themes and their use. When the present writer
described the propaganda of World War I in Propaganda Technique in the
World War (1927)1 he took note of certain common themes running
through the propaganda of all belligerent powers. The themes were:

T

The enemy is a menace.
(German militarism threatens us all.)
We are protective.
(We protect ourselves and others.)
The enemy is obstructive.
(They block our future aims.)
We are helpful.
(We aid in the achievement of positive goals.)
The enemy is immoral and insolent.
(They violate legal and moral standards and they hold
everyone else in contempt.)
We are moral and appreciative.
(We conform to moral and legal standards and we respect others.)
Source: Harold D. Lasswell, Nathan Leites and Associates, Language of Politics: Studies
in Quantitative Semantics, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1949, pp. 40–52.
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The enemy will be defeated.
We will win.
The book was organized to show the form taken by these themes
when domestic, allied or enemy audiences were addressed. The chapter
on “The Illusion of Victory” showed what was told the home audience on
the themes, “The enemy will be defeated,” “We will win.” The chapter on
“Satanism” described how the self was presented as “moral” and “appreciative” while the enemy was “immoral” and “insolent.” The “menacing”
and “obstructive” rôle of the enemy and our own “protective” and “helpful” activity were illustrated in the chapter on “War Guilt and War Aims.”
Special attention was paid to “preserving friendship” (of allies and neutrals)
and “demoralizing the enemy.” Each chapter was composed of excerpts
selected chiefly from the propaganda of the United States, Great Britain,
Germany and France.
Although none of the criteria which guided the choice of quotations is
stated in the book, it is obvious that some selections were made because
they clearly stated a theme or developed a theme in detail. No doubt these
criteria justified the citation of the extended account of alleged Entente viotations of international law which had been compiled by Dr. Ernst MüllerMeiningen (pp. 85–86). In some cases, the wide dissemination of the
material was no doubt a selective factor, notably in the case of J’accuse!,
an exposé of Germany by Richard Grelling (p. 54). Sometimes the eminence of the speaker appears to have been the deciding factor, as with the
Bryce report on alleged atrocities perpetrated by the Germans in Belgium
(p. 19). In certain instances, the excerpt was a sample of what was distributed by (or to) a professional, vocational, educational or other special
group (pp. 70 ff.). No evidence is given in the book that all the material
studied by the author was examined with the same degree of care. We are
not informed whether the author actually read or glanced through all the
copies of the principal mass-circulation newspapers, periodicals, books
and pamphlets of Germany and other countries; or whether he read
British, French and American material as fully as German.
Of course, the study did not purport to be an exhaustive history of
propaganda during the war. It was called an essay in technique, and the
hope was expressed that it would have some influence in directing professional historians toward the study of propaganda, and that the scheme
of classification would prove helpful in the organization of future research.
The book was to some extent successful in both objectives. Research on
war propaganda, as indeed on every phase of propaganda, went forward
with vigor, many monographs growing out of the original essay or
attributing some degree of influence to it.2
Among the most comprehensive books on the propaganda of World
War 1 were those of Hans Thimme, Weltkrieg ohne Waffen (1932),3 and George
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G. Bruntz, Allied Propaganda and the Collapse of the German Empire in 1918
(1938).4 Both historians explored archives of newspaper, magazine and
other source material, the first relying chiefly upon the Reich archives
and the second utilizing the Hoover War Library at Stanford University.
Whenever the propaganda message was described, the method adopted
by these writers was similar to that of Propaganda Technique in the World War.
Excerpts were chosen to illustrate what was circulated to different publics
and what themes were used. The authors left unspecified their criteria of
choice, although these were obviously similar to those of the earlier work.
In many respects these monographs are more satisfactory than the first
book, since the authors made use of new source material, and employed
to advantage the accumulated results of historical scholarship on the relative importance of persons, channels and symbols in the war.
The results, however, can not be accepted as in all respects satisfactory;
many relevant questions remain unanswered. Can we assume that a scholar
read his sources with the same degree of care throughout his research? Did
he allow his eye to travel over the thousands upon thousands of pages of
parliamentary debates, newspapers, magazines and other sources listed in
his bibliography or notes? Or did he use a sampling system, scanning some
pages superficially, though concentrating upon certain periods? Was the
sampling system for the Frankfurter Zeitung, if one was employed, comparable with the one for the Manchester Guardian? Were the leaflets chosen simply because they were conveniently available to the scholar, or were they
genuinely representative of the most widely circulated propaganda leaflets?
The very fact that such questions can be raised at all points to a certain
lack of method in presenting and conducting research on the history of war
propaganda. In all of the books to which reference has been made no
explicit justification was given of most of the excerpts chosen to illustrate a
specific theme, to characterize the content of any particular channel, or to
describe the propaganda directed toward or reaching any given audience.
It is impossible to determine from the final report whether the same number or a comparable number of mass circulation media were read for
France as for England or Germany, or whether publications were explored
with the same degree of intensity at all dates, or whether certain dates
were singled out for intensive note-taking.
The limitations of these monographs are apparent when anyone undertakes to follow a particular theme through various periods, channels and
audiences. We know that every belligerent used “war aim” propaganda.
But suppose we want to find the degree of emphasis laid upon war aims
from period to period. Or assume that we ask how they differed when
presented to the upper, middle or lower classes of the home population,
or to neutral, ally or enemy. Was the war aim propaganda more prominent in the magazines than in the pamphlets, or the reverse? The same
questions apply to every theme.
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To some extent, historians of war propaganda have sought to reduce
ambiguity by multiplying the number of subperiods described within the
whole period. Walter Zimmerman studied the English press from the time
of Sarajevo to the entry of England into the war, selecting thirty daily newspapers, eight Sunday papers, nine weeklies, four monthlies and two quarterlies, intending to cover all the important regional and social groups in
Great Britain.5 Even in this period, however, we can not be certain of the
criteria used in selecting quotations. It is obvious that Zimmerman does not
summarize all thirty daily papers every day, but we are left in the dark
about why he quotes one paper one day or week and omits it the next
time. Even if we assume that his judgment is good, it is permissible to ask
if such arbitrary selection procedures create a properly balanced picture,
or whether they result in special pleading based, if not on deliberate
deception, then on unconscious bias.
The same problem remains in the detailed monograph by Friederike
Recktenwald, in which she restricts herself to a single set of themes having
to do with British war aims.6 Miss Recktenwald divides the course of the
war into subperiods, and reproduces or summarizes material from the
British press having to do with war aims. Although this procedure gives us
a plausible indication of the relative amount of attention paid to war aims
at different times, not all reasonable doubts are allayed. She follows no consistent scheme of reporting. During any given subperiod only a few quotations may be reproduced; yet this may not invariably mean that there was
less war-aim news or diminished editorial prominence. It may signify no
more than that what was said is less interesting to the historian because the
style is less vivid and quotable. We can not rely upon Miss Recktenwald’s
excerpts to be true samples of the total stream of news and comment reaching the British public, or even of any particular newspaper, or group of
newspapers. The moment we ask clear questions that call for reliable
bases of comparison, the arbitrary and dubious character of the monograph is apparent.
It is possible, however, to find studies of great technical excellence.
In matters of systematic definition and historic detail, we can go back half
a century to A Study of Public Opinion and Lord Beaconsfield, 1875–1880, by
George Carslake Thompson (1886).7 At the beginning of that remarkable
work, a series of terms for the analysis of public opinion is carefully defined.
These terms are consistently applied throughout the two fact-stuffed volumes. One part of the analytical scheme names the standards applied by
the British public on foreign policy questions. Among the standards were
“international law,” “interest,” “morality,” and “taste.” Thompson pointed
out that such standards were applied according to the public’s conception
of England’s rôle in relation to other nations, and that these ranged all the
way from “England as an island” to “England as a European or Asiatic
great power.”
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In applying these standards and conceptions, Thompson distinguished certain broad motives – “sentimental” or “diplomatic” – that were
operating among the members of the British public in their basic orientation toward foreign policy. At any given time – for instance, at the outbreak of war between Russia and Turkey – these standards, conceptions
and motivations (public “notions”) were fused into public “views.” The
views of the British public in 1876 were classified as “Anti-Turkism,” “Antiwar,” “Order,” “Legalism,” “Anti-Russianism and Philo-Turkism.” Such
views in turn were related to corresponding policies. In this way, “AntiTurkism” was bracketed with “emancipation,” “Anti-war” with “isolation.”
The book described each successive phase of England’s reaction to the
war between Russia and Turkey, and copiously illustrated every move by
excerpts from a list of publications.
Thompson’s treatise is noteworthy for the unification of carefully
defined abstractions with exhaustive data from the sources. Nevertheless,
the outcome of all the admirable intelligence and industry that went into this
treatise does not yield maximum results, because of a basic failure: the problem of sampling, recording and summarizing sources was not resolved.
Hence, the entire foundation of the work rests on shaky ground. Thompson
divides the five years with which he deals into subperiods, according to
some predominant characteristic. One such subperiod is the “incubation
period, third phase,” from the opening of the Parliamentary Session of
1876 to the Servian declaration of war. This is followed by the “atrocity
period,” which in turn is divided into several parts. For each subperiod,
Thompson narrates the stream of events and selects from the sources the
quotations that impress him as important not only because they are conspicious, but because they bear some relationship to his systematic scheme
of analysis (standards, conceptions, motivations, views and policies).
However, the critical reader is still justified in remaining skeptical of the
representativeness of the quotations. He can not be sure why they impressed the author when he was reading and making notes on the sources,
or organizing his chapters. An excerpt may be the only one that appeared
in a given newspaper or magazine on the same subject during the period;
or, on the contrary, it may be only one among a tremendous gush of
news and editorial items. Thompson does not tell us. The fundamental
operation – of source handling – remained highly arbitrary.
If the excellence of the Thompson study lies in system and rich detail,
a few recent publications rank above it in the sampling of sources.
D. F. Willcox (1900) 8 classified the contents of a single issue of 240 newspapers according to topic (by column inches). Later A. A. Tenney, Jr., at
Columbia University, interested a number of students in space measurement and initiated investigations of immediate value to world politics.
Julian L. Woodward examined the foreign news published in 40 American
morning newspapers and improved the technical state of the subject by

Franzosi_V1_Ch01.qxd

8

11/13/07

2:39 PM

Page 8

INTRODUCTION

showing the effect of different sampling methods upon the result. In general, he found that a small number of issues distributed throughout the
year were enough to give a reliable picture of the amount of attention
usually given by an American morning newspaper to foreign news (at
least during a non-crisis period).9
In general, these investigations were not expressly related to political science. They were made by statisticians interested in having something to
count, or sociologists who were exploring the general social process. The
senior author of the present work undertook to direct research toward the
use of objective procedures in gathering the data pertinent to political
hypotheses. Schuyler Foster, for example, examined the treatment given
European war news in the New York Times during definite periods before
our participation in the war of 1914–18. He summarized his results in tabular and graphical form, and showed that the crisis that led immediately to
our entry into the war was the final one in a series of crises of everincreasing intensity. He measured these fluctuations by recording the frequency with which different kinds of news or editorial comment were made
about the war or America’s relation to it. The use of quantitative methods
gave precision to part of the history of America’s mobilization for war, and
opened up a series of questions about the relation between the ups and
downs in the New York Times and corresponding fluctuations in New York
newspapers reaching different social groups, and in newspapers published
in cities of different sizes throughout the country.10
More exact methods give us a means of clarifying certain categories that
have been at the root of many past evils in the work of historians and social
scientists. For a century, controversy has raged over the relative weight of
“material” and “ideological” factors in the social and political process. This
controversy has been sterile of scientific results, though the propaganda
resonance of “dialectical materialism” has been enormous.
Insofar as sterility can be attributed to technical factors in the domain of
scholarship, the significant factor is failure to deal adequately with “ideological” elements. The usual account of how material and ideological factors interact upon one another leaves the process in a cloud of mystery. It
is as though you put people in an environment called material – and
presto! – their ideas change in a predictable way; and if they do not, the
failure is ascribed to an ideological lag of some kind. But the relations,
though assumed, are not demonstrated. So far as the material dimensions
are concerned, operational methods have been worked out to describe
them; not so with the ideological. We are amply equipped to describe such
“material” changes as fluctuations in output or amount of machinery
employed in production; but we can not match this part of the description
with equally precise ways of describing the ideological. The result is that
the historical and social sciences have been making comparisons between
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patterns, only a few features of which are handled with precision. The other
dimensions remain wholly qualitative, impressionistic and conjectural.11
We have undertaken to clear up some of the confusion hat has long beset
the analysis of “environment” by introducing basic distinctions: the first
between the “attention frame” and “surroundings,” and the second between
the “media frame” and the “non-media frame.” The attention frame or
“milieu” is the part of an environment reaching the focus of attention of a
person or group; the surroundings do not reach the focus. The media frame
is composed of the signs coming to the focus of attention (the press which is
actually read, for instance). The non-media frame includes the features of an
environment that, although not signs, reach attention, such as conspicuous
buildings, or persons. Whether any given set of surrounding does affect the
structure of attention is to be settled by observing the phenomena, not by
assumption.
The fundamental nature of these relations is evident when we reflect
upon the requirements for a scientific explanation of response. Two sets of
factors are involved: the environment and predispositions. R (response) is a
function, in the mathematical sense, of E (environment), and P (predisposition); and we have shown that the part of the environment immediately
affecting response is what comes to the focus of attention (the attention
frame).12 Information about surroundings is pertinent only to the degree
to which it can be shown that the surroundings determine attention. In
deciding whether any feature of the environment comes to the focus, it is
necessary to demonstrate that a minimum (the threshold level) has been
elicited. We do not consider that radio programs which are blacked out
by static have come to the attention of an audience. A threshold level has
not been reached. (The threshold is not part of the R in the formula of
explanation used above; only changes above the threshold are called
“effects” – response to what is brought into the attention field.)
The procedures of “content analysis” of communication are appropriate
to the problem of describing the structure of attention in quantitative
terms.13 Before entering upon technicalities, it may be pointed out that
quantitative ways of describing attention serve many practical, as well as scientific, purposes. Anticipating the enemy is one of the most crucial and tantalizing problems in the conduct of war. The intelligence branch of every
staff or operations agency is matching wits with the enemy. The job is to
out-guess the enemy, to foretell his military, diplomatic, economic and
propaganda moves before he makes them, and to estimate where attack
would do him the most harm. A principal source of information is what
the enemy disseminates in his media of communication.
The Global War introduced a new source of information about the
enemy – radio broadcasts under his supervision. When the enemy speaks to
his home population, it is possible to listen in. We overhear what the enemy
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says to his allies, to neutrals and to his enemies. At the outbreak of the Global
War, belligerent governments set monitors to work, listening, recording and
summarizing the output of enemy and enemy-controlled stations. In Great
Britain a group connected with the British Broadcasting Corporation subjected this enormous body of material to systematic examination and began
forecasting Nazi policy. These estimates have since been restudied.14 The
same procedures have also been applied to the press and to every other
channel of communication. The full plan of the enemy often appears only
when the entire sream of communication is interpreted as a whole.
As we improve our methods of describing public attention and response,
our results become more useful for another practical purpose – the detecting
of political propaganda. During World War II, the U. S. Department of Justice
employed objective propaganda analysis to expose and prosecute enemy
agents, like the Transocean Information Service (Nazi-controlled) and
“native Fascists.” The Federal Communications Commission described in
Court the Axis themes recognized by experts who monitored and analyzed
short-wave broadcasts emanating from Germany, Japan and Italy.
Objective procedures had been applied in discovering these themes
Objective procedures were also used to analyze the periodicals published
by the defendants, and to reveal the parallels between them and the
themes disseminated by Axis propagandists.15
Quite apart from the use of legal action, it is important that members
of the public be informed of the behavior of those with access to the channels of communication. In deciding how much we can rely upon a given
newspaper, it is important to know if that newspaper ceases to attack
Russia when Germany and Russia sign a non-aggression pact, and then
returns to the attack as soon as Germany and Russia fall apart. Under
these conditions, we have grounds for inferring a pro-German propaganda policy. By studying the news, editorial and feature material in a
medium of communication under known German control, we can check
on this inference. We may find that the two media distribute praise and
blame in the same way among public leaders and the political parties; and
that they take the same stand on domestic and foreign issues. If so, our
inference is strengthened that the channel is dominated by pro-German
policies.16
In the preceding paragraphs, we have said that policy may be served
by objective procedures used to anticipate the enemy and to detect propaganda. Also, as scientific knowledge increases, the possibility of control
improves; hence, a third contribution of objective research to policy is
skill.17 Skill is the most economical utilization of available means to attain
a goal. Appraisals of skill are among the most difficult judgments to establish on a convincing basis, since they depend upon exhaustive knowledge
of concrete circumstances and of scientific relations. To say that A is more
skilful than B in a given situation is to allow for all factors being “equal.”
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It is not easy to demonstrate that the two sets of environing and predisposing factors are strictly comparable. The simple fact that the Nazis won out
in Germany against the Socialists and other parties does not necessarily
warrant the conclusion that the Nazis were more skillful propagandists than
their antagonists. Or the failure of the French to hold out against the
Germans longer in 1940 was not necessarily because French propagandists
were lacking in skill. The “skill” factor can be separated from the others
only when a very comprehensive view can be gained of the context. Did
the responsible heads of state choose the most suitable personnel to conduct propaganda operations? Were the most effective symbols chosen?
The most useful media? In each case, the question must be answered with
reference to alternatives available in the original situation.
That content analysis has a direct bearing on the evaluation of skill is evident, since such methods introduce a degree of precise description at many
points in the propaganda process. Directives can be described in detail; so,
too, can material released through the propaganda agencies and disseminated through various media controlled by, or beyond the control of, the
propagandist. Indeed, as we pointed out in our analysis of the attention
factor in world politics,18 every link in the chain of communication can
be described when suitable methods are used; quantitative procedures
reduce the margin of uncertainty in the basic data.19
A fourth contribution relates not to policy as a whole, but to the special
objectives of humane politics. The aim of humane politics is a commonwealth in which the dignity of man is accepted in theory and fact. Whatever
improves our understanding of attitude is a potential instrument of humane politics. Up to the present, physical science has not provided us with means of
penetrating the skull of a human being and directly reading off his experiences. Hence, we are compelled to rely upon indirect means of piercing the
wall that separates us from him. Words provide us with clues, but we hesitate to take all phrases at their face value. Apart from deliberate duplicity,
language has shortcomings as a vehicle for the transmission of thought and
feeling. It is important to recognize that we obtain insight into the world
of the other person when we are fully acquainted with what has come to his
attention. Certainly the world of the country boy is full of the sights and
smells and sounds of nature. The city boy, on the other hand, lives in a
labyrinth of streets, buildings, vehicles and crowds. A Chinese youth of good
family has his ancestors continually thrust upon his notice; an American
youth may vaguely recall his grandparents. The son of an English ruling
family may be reared on the anecdotes of centuries of imperial history,
while the son of an American businessman recalls that there was a Revolution and that Bunker Hill had something to do with it.
The dominant political symbols of an epoch provide part of the common experience of millions of men. There is some fascination in the
thought of how many human beings are bound together by a thread no
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more substantial than the resonance of a name or the clang of a slogan.
In war, men suffer pain, hunger, sorrow; the specific source of pain, the
specific sensation of one’s specific object of sorrow, may be very private.
In contrast, the key symbol enters directly into the focus of all men and
provides an element of common experience.20
It is obvious that a complete survey of mass attention will go far
beyond the press, the broadcast or the film. It will cover every medium
of mass communication. Further, a complete survey would concentrate
upon the most active decision-makers, disclosing the milieu of the heads
of states, the chiefs of staff, diplomats and all other groups. An exhaustive
inventory would describe the entire intelligence process.21
Why, then, be quantitative about communication? Because of the scientific and policy gains that can come of it. The social process is one of
collaboration and communication; and quantitative methods have already
demonstrated their usefulness in dealing with the former. Further understanding and control depend upon equalizing our skill in relation to both.

Notes
1. Kegan Paul, London, and Knopf, New York, 1927; reprinted by Peter Smith,
New York, 1938.
2. See Ralph Haswell Lutz, “Studies of War Propaganda, 1914–33,” Journal of
Modern History, 5: 496–516 (December, 1933).
3. Cotta’ sche Buchhandlung Nachfolger, Stuttgart and Berlin.
4. Stanford University Press, Stanford.
5. Die Englishe Presse zum Ausbruch des Weltkrieges, Verlag “Hochschule und
Ausland,” Charlottenburg, 1928.
6. Kriegsziele und öffentliche Meinung Englands, 1914–16, W. Köhlhammer, Stuttgart,
1929.
7. Macmillan, London, 2 vols., 1886.
8. “The American Newspaper,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science, 16: 56–92 (1900).
9. Foreign News in American Morning Newspapers, Columbia University Press,
New York, 1930.
10. “How America Became Belligerent: A Quantitative Study of WarNews,
1914–17,” American Journal of Sociology, 40: 464–76 ( January, 1935). See also studies
summarized in Quincy Wright, A Study of War, University of Chicago Press, Chicago,
2 vols., 1942. Notes especially Chapter XXX.
11. See Harold D. Lasswell, “Communication Research and politics,” in Print,
Radio, and Film in a Democracy, edited by Douglas Waples, University of Chicago,
Chicago, 1942, pp. 101–117.
12. Or, synonymously, the milieu, which is divisible into media and non-media
frames.
13. For a review of the research situation at the outbreak of the war (1939), consult
Douglas Waples, Bernard Berelson, and Franklyn R. Bradshaw, What Reading Does to
People, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1940. More recent developments are
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noted in Harold D. Lasswell, “Content Analysis,” in Bruce L. Smith, Harold D.
Lasswell, and Ralph D. Casey, Propaganda, Communication and Public Opinion.
Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1946. (Modified from Document II, Experimental Division for the Study of Wartime Communications, Library of Congress,
1942.)
14. Ernst Kris, Hans Speier and Associates, German Radio Propaganda; Report on
Home Broadcasts During the War, Oxford University Press, New York, 1944. See also
Propaganda by Short Wave, edited by Harwood L. Childs and John B. Whitton, Princeton
University Press, Princeton, 1942; and the valuable essay by Charles Siepmann. Radio
in Wartime, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1942. A survey of the situation in 1939 is
by Thomas Grandin. The Political Use of Radio, Geneva Research Centre, Geneva, 1939;
for a later period, Arno Huth, Radio Today; The Present State of Broadcasting in the World,
Geneva Research Centre; Geneva, 1942. Concerning the news and documentary film,
the most penetrating inquiry to date, is by Siegfried Kracauer, Propaganda and the Nazi
War Film, Museum of Modern Art Film Library, New York, 1942.
15. United States of America vs. William Dudley Pelley (and other), tried in the U. S.
District Court for the Southern District of Indiana, Indianapolis Division, summer,
1942; conviction affirmed on appeal to the U. S. Circuit Court of Appeals, Southern
Circuit, October Term, 1942. A writ of certiorari denied by the U. S. Supreme Court.
Government witnesses included Harold N. Graves, Jr., of the Federal Communications commission, and Harold D. Lasswell.
16. The historians of literature have relied upon quantitative analysis as one of the
chief means at their disposal in the many “detection” problems that confront them.
They must detect corrupt texts, decide among competing attributions of authorship,
arrive at the true order in which works were composed, determine the sources relied
upon by the author and the influences affecting authorship. As Yule points out, the
technique of word-counting goes back many centuries, at least to the “Masoretes,”
who, after the destruction of the Jewish state, A.D 70, devoted themselves to preserving
the text of the Bible and the correct manner of pronunciation. It is curious to see that,
despite the ease and amount of word-counting, first class statisticians have only begun
to concern themselves with the problems involved–notably G. Udny Yule, The
Statistical Study of Literacy Vocabulary, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, Eng.,
1944. Although word-counting is involved in the study of communication, not all
quantitative procedure are necessarily “content analysis.” This term can legitimately be
applied only when “counts” are undertaken with reference to a general theory of the
communication process. In this sense, “content analysis” is quite recent.
The literary historians have occasionally been stimulated by the methods of cryptography, and they have also made direct contributions to the subject. One example
of the influence of this art is Edith Rickert, long associated with J. M. Manly in
Chaucerian research, who worded in the “Black Chamber” during World War I, and
subsequently devised new ways of studying style: New Methods for the Study of
Literature, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1926. A brief example of differences
in the handling of political material by different authors in reveled by a simple study
of Scipio’s alleged speech to the mutineers in 206 B.C. In Polybius “The speech contains 520 words, in which pronouns of verbal forms of the first person singular occur
14 times–i.e., once in every 37 words. In Livy the speech occupies about 1025 words,
and there are no less than 64 occurrences of ego or meus or verbs in the first person
singular–i.e., one word in every 16–a frequency of more than double.” (R. S. Conway,
The Portrait of a Roman Gentleman, from Livy, Bull, of the John Rylands Library, Manchester,
7 (1922–23): 8–22.)
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An absorbing mystery story has been written in which detection depends upon
content analysis and engineering: Brett Rutledge [pseud. of Elliott Paul], The Death of
Lord Haw Haw, Random House, New York, 1940. On certain problems see Wladimir
Eliasberg, “Linguistics and Political Criminology,” Journal of Criminal Psychopathology,
5 (1944): 769–774.
17. Hypotheses or assumptions about skill have been stated or implied in quantitative studies of many channels of expression. Special attention has been given to oratory, from this point of view, and especially to such quantifiable characteristics as
length of sentence. The language of Rufus Choate so greatly impressed his contemporaries that the chief justice of the highest court in Massachusetts, Joseph Neilson,
was among those who gave it special study (Memoirs of Rufus Choate, Houghton,
Mifflin, 1884). Choate was given to long sentences, averaging no fewer than 37 words
in one of his most famous case. Nearly an eight of all his sentences, in this instance,
contained more than 80 words. Consult John W. Black, “Rufus Choate,” in A History
and Criticism of American Public Address, Prepared under the auspices of The National
Association of Teachers of Speech, William Norwood Brigance, Editor, McGraw-Hill,
New York, 1943, Vol. 1. pp. 455–456. More technical investigations are conducted by
modern specialists on public speaking. Howard L. Runion, for example, concentrated
on fifty speeches by Woodrow Wilson, and counted many features, including the use
of figures of speech. (Unpublished dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1932. For
more detail see Dayton David McKean, “Woodrow Wilson,” in op. cit., Vol. 2,
pp. 968–992, Brigance, editor.) It is perhaps unnecessary to remark that studies of
classical orators are researches into the style of classical historians. See, for instance,
Grover Cleveland Kenyan, Antithesis in the Speeches of Greek Historian, University of
Chicago Libraries, Chicago, 1941.
18. See Harold D. Lasswell in Lyman Bryson (ed.) The Communication of Ideas,
Harpers, New York, 1948, Chapters IV and XV.
19. There is, of course, no implication that non-quantitative methods should be
dropped. On the contrary, there is need of more systematic theory and of more luminous “hunches” if the full potentialities of precision are to be realized in practice. As
the history of quantification shows (in economics, for instance), there is never-ending,
fruitful interplay between theory, hunch, impression and precision.
20. The use of key symbols in quantitative analysis of comparative literature is
exemplified by Josephine Miles, “Some Major Poetic words,” Essays and Studies (by
members of the Department of English, University of California). University of
California Publications in English, Vol. XIV, University of California Press, Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1948, pp. 233–239. “… the trend of change through five hundred
years of main consistencies may be justly observed, and may be summarized in these
three ways: First, in terms of parts of speech, it may be said that all the verbs to be
stressed by more than one poet were established by Donne or sooner; the adjectives,
by Burns, or sooner; the last noun, not until Poe, Second, in terms of new subject
mater, the direction is clear from making to thinking, from good and great to high and
sweet and wild, and from heaven and man to soul and heart, to eye and hand, and then to
day, sun, dream, night; it is the direction from action to thought, and from conceived to
sensed. Third, in terms of contrast between first and last, the prevailing strength of the
three main words, man, love, and see, stands out, mainly the simple verbs are lost, and
heart, day, and night are the fresher forces. These three views, as we have seen, add up
strongly to one: the view of a general stability in the language of major English
poetry, tempered by the shift, gradual in all save Collins, from action and concept
toward feeling and sensing.”

Franzosi_V1_Ch01.qxd

11/13/07

WHY BE QUANTITATIVE?

2:39 PM

Page 15

15

Expertly conducted studies in expressive media other then literature can throw a
light on the changing outlook of peoples. The ruling classes of Delft, for instance,
early retired from the brewing industry to live upon investments in the East India
Company, and remained retired generation after generation. As they shrank from all
forms of commercial activity, no other outgoing mode of life attracted them. Max
Eisler has been able to demonstrate a remarkable parallel between Delftís paintings
and the quietism of Delft life. First, they found landscapes too breezy and, withdrawing indoors, bought church interiors. Presently these seemed too expansive, and they
took to cozy home interiors. Vermeer was the culminating artist in this development,
and we see in his paintings the citizens of Delft in unvarying sunshine lounging at
table, staring at their reflections in a mirror, or at their jewels: sometimes they have
passed from lethargy to sleep. And in these paintings the walls are seen coming closer
and closer. Year by year, the world of the Delft rentiers grows narrower and narrower,
though always in perpetual sunshine. (Max Eisler, Alt-Delft, Vienna, 1923. Put in perspective by Miriam Beard. A History of the Business Man, Macmillan, New York, 1938,
p. 306.)
21. Special studies eventually to be made public have been completed by some of
our associates in the Word Attention Survey: Professor Richard Burks, Wayne
University; Dr. Heinz H. F. Eulan; Dr. Bruno Foa, formerly University of Turin; Doris
Lewis; Dean James J. Robbins, Graduate School, American University; Professor
David N. Rowe. Yale University; Professor Douglas Waples, University of Chicago.
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2
The Content of Radio Programs,
1925–1935
William Albig

I
uring the past two decades there has been a developing emphasis
in American social theory on the description of and processes of
social change. From the mass of material already accumulated a
picture of related changing elements is emerging, the details of which are in
many respects quite different from popular conceptions. If nothing more
had been accomplished than to show this discrepancy, the effort expended
on these descriptive studies of change would have been justified. But
from this interest there has also come a significant accretion to the methods
of social studies. Preoccupation with trends and sequences has often proved
no bad discipline for training in a sharper definition of the problem and of
the units, where measurement was involved. Latterly, methods for recording some of the more subtle aspects of culture change have been tentatively
put forward.
Early studies of content of the newspaper, books, periodicals, motion
pictures, and radio were not conceived in terms of trends of content but
were concerned with problems of sampling, of classification, of units of
measurement. Yet it is in showing changes by time sequences that these
studies may be most meaningful. For example, one may question whether
column-inch records provide the most significant unit of measurement of
newspaper content, maintaining that position in the paper, quality of writing, the appeal of special features, etc., may be more important than space,
and yet be quite willing to grant that from a series of such column-inch
measurements significant changes may be noted. Before turning to a study
of a series, based on the time given to different types of radio programs

D

Source: Social Forces, vol. 16, no. 3, 1938, pp. 338–349.
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from 1925 to 1935, we may review briefly the development of various
types of studies of content.
Of the many organized but non-quantitative studies of the content of
media of communication there are the various services summarizing news;
resumés of particular sections of the newspaper; historical studies of the
newspaper for a special content, such as Irene C. Willis’ England’s Holy
War; the content of different classifications of books such as reviews of
family folkways and mores as portrayed in contemporary novels; or surveys of content of textbooks as in the work of Bessie L. Pierce, Donald R.
Taft or Prof. C. J. H. Hayes’ volume on France;1 the study of the language
forms of sections of the newspaper or the radio; and many other types of
analysis. But we may limit our interest here to the quantitative studies of
content.
(1) The most extensive list of such studies deals with the subject matter
of the newspapers. The larger question is, of course, the influence of
the newspaper content on the readers and the way in which known
reader attitudes affect the presentation of news. However, until very
recently there had been no experimental attempt to measure such influences. Some of the problems of a program of research in this field
have recently been indicated by J. L. Woodward.2 On the other hand,
content studies of the newspaper have been numerous. In 1900,
D. F. Willcox measured by the column-inch method and classified the
contents of a single issue of each of 240 newspapers. Since then samples
of urban and country newspapers have been measured in this way
with an increasing refinement of classification and adequacy of sampling. Latterly, M.M. Willey and his students have been most active.3
In the measurement of the amount of space devoted to special subjects in the papers, the students of the criminal have been most solicitous as to whether their charges were corrupted by the press. This has
led to an assiduous measuring of space and counting of citations, from
the study of Francis Fenton in 1911 to Virginia Cole in 1927 to Frank
Harris in 1932.4 There is no convincing evidence of the influence of
the newspaper on crime. There have been other studies of a special
content such as Simpson’s study of Negro news in white newspapers,
Woodward’s measurement of the amount of foreign news in American
newspapers, and Hornell Hart’s scale for rating newspapers by their
content.5
With the exception of a sample taken twenty-five years after the
Willcox study for comparison to that early effort and of Taubner’s
Minnesota record, these content measurements have been neither
comparative studies nor, because of differences in classifications, usually comparable. And yet this comparison over time intervals may
well be their chief value. For the factors which they do not measure,
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such as position, relative effectiveness and quality of writing, signed
columns, etc., may be assumed not to vary greatly, at least in relatively short time comparisons, or to cancel one another, while at the
same time significant changes may be exposed by the series of comparisons by quantitaive column-inch measurements.
(2) The content of the commercial motion pictures had not been studied
in an organized fashion until the recent Payne Fund Studies6 although
a very extensive periodical discussion of that content has appeared
since 1910. However, the articles dealt in controversial opinions both
as to the content of the motion pictures and their effects on various
age groups. Certain aspects of the content of a sizable sample of motion
pictures have been classified and enumerated quite recently in Edgar
Dale’s report.7 After attempting, without much success, to weight for
frequency of attendance, he selected 115 pictures, 45 made in 1929,
46 in 1930, and 24 in 1931. These pictures were viewed and certain
items of content were recorded on schedule sheets with sections dealing
with locales of pictures, economic status of leading characters, occupations of leading characters, types of residences, number of crimes
per picture, murder techniques, types of crime attempted, and other
classifications. Of these 115 pictures, 40 were selected for more intensive analysis considering such items as age of leading characters; nationalities; types of clothing worn by characters; techniques, circumstances
and frequency of lovemaking; marital status of characters; recreation;
frequency of use of liquor and tobacco in pictures; apparent objectives
in life of leading characters; and other items of behavior and attitude.
In addition, Dale classified the titles of 500 pictures for each of the
years 1920, 1925, and 1930. He also analyzed the content of two newsreels, one for a period of 59 weeks and the other for 44 weeks. Certain
ethical aspects of the content of the feature pictures were classified in
greater detail by C. C. Peters who wrote brief paragraph accounts of
incidents of ethical significance in the pictures and submitted these to
several small groups. The members of these groups judged whether
or not this behavior of motion picture characters, as described in the
written account submitted to them, was in agreement with the prevailing mores in their experience.8
The validity of thus abstracting single items and incidents from their
context and also of transferring from one medium of communication
(the movies), to another (the written account), is open to grave questioning as to method. The judge’s response as to whether Miriam’s amorous
escapade with Robert is in accord with the mores may be quite different
when that behavior is described in a paragraph, and when it appears as
a culminating experience after an hour’s sympathetic response by the
judge, not only to Miriam’s enchanting loveliness and zest for life but also
to her particular human problems. By that time he may well believe that
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most people could see that there are extenuating circumstances. He may
even be engaged in wishful thinking.
(3) A few years ago F. M. Vreeland classified the content of the articles of
the American Birth Control Review. Two judges classified and counted
the articles as having a predominantly emotional appeal, propagandistic content, essentially scientific viewpoint, and the like. The purpose
was to show the changing emphasis of the Birth Control Review in the
various periods of development of the organized movement in the
United States. This was, so far as I know, a pioneer study in periodical
content.9 Hornell Hart’s recent extensive survey of the titles of articles
cited in the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature is the most elaborate
study of the magazines. The titles dealing with the various items were
counted in the yearly editions of the Reader’s Guide from 1900, and the
increase and decline of frequency of discussion was assumed to reflect
in a general way the changing social attitudes and interests.10
(4) The popularization of the radio during the past fifteen years has been
accompanied by a wealth of prophetic writing as to its potentialities,
the future content of its programs, and its important political and social
destiny. President Glenn Frank, among many others, proclaims that
America has found its Acropolis. Organized gathering of information,
however, has been largely dominated by the research divisions of
commercial broadcasting companies interested in listener response.
And much of their data has not been published. Most of the published material, and it is voluminous,11 deals with listener’s choices of
programs, the various methods of eliciting information about these
choices, and correlated buying habits or other responses.
Published studies of the content of programs are not numerous.
And the content has been recorded in different ways. In 1927, G. A.
Lundberg, using the published schedule of programs and time of all
the stations of New York City for the month of February, classified the
time spent on various programs as follows: Educational (9.3 per cent),
Religious (5.3 per cent), Dance Music (26.2 per cent), Other Music
(48.0 per cent), Children’s Programs (1.1 per cent), Drama and
Readings (2.6 per cent), Information (2.8 per cent), Sports (1.8 per
cent), Miscellaneous (2.6 per cent).12
Another type of record is illustrated by C. Kirkpatrick’s study of
radio broadcasting in Minneapolis.13 While the bulk of his report is
devoted to the attitudes and habits of radio listeners, he has included
a brief section on program content. Students sampled the programs
of the Twin Cities for a week, classifying them according to a rather
elaborate schedule. The sampling was obtained by listening in to the
various programs and noting the amount of time devoted to different
types on a schedule card. A check of listener agreement shows an
average of 80.2 per cent agreement by classifiers.
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A more extensive but methodologically inadequate record of a sample of one day’s programs of 206 commercial stations was made by the
Ventura Free Press in California.14 The sampling was done by tuning in
at fifteen minute intervals. Apparently there was no comparison of the
listeners’ reliability of classification. H. S. Hettinger, using a rather arbitrary classification schedule presents the percentages of program content for key stations of the National Networks during the second week
of November 1931 and 1932, and the last week of January 1934. The
sample is small.15 H. Cantril and G. W. Allport, in their recent volume
on the radio, report on a classification of program content for one
month of a single station (WBZ, Boston, for October, 1933). They used
a schedule of 32 items. The reliability of the classifiers is not reported.16
The data for the analysis were obtained from the records of the broadcasting station.
These are the principal types of study of content. Diverse in methods,
sources, and schedule forms, they provide us with little that is comparable,
adequate or inadequate though the individual studies may be, and with
the exception of the sample from the two years (1931 and 1932) taken by
Hettinger, there is nothing on trends of content.

II
In an attempt to find the principal trends in program content we studied
the programs of nine American and one English broadcasting station from
1925 to 1935. The sources were the newspaper daily listings of programs,
the classifications were according to the dominant characteristic of the
program, the unit of record was the time devoted to a given program and
the results were worked out in percentages of total time. Before turning
to these results I shall indicate briefly the chief problems encountered
and the methods which were used.
(1) There are three sources from which radio programs may be studied:
some printed record such as the daily newspaper listings or periodicals like the Chicago Radio Guide, the log books of the stations, and
by “listening in” to programs. For a detailed analysis “listening in”
would be best, but this limits to present or present and future programs. The records of the radio stations are not available, or at any
rate, not unless one examines them at the station. The periodicals
dealing with radio programs are of recent vintage, dealing only with the
past few years and, moreover, do not cover the entire field. We therefore used daily newspapers from the cities in which the stations were
located. For a few periods listings were not complete in one newspaper,
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but we completed these by using other papers. One source of error in
such a record is the variable accuracy of listings for various years. No
doubt in the early years there was more changing of programs after
they were printed in the papers than there has been of late years.
With a considerable body of data, however, I do not regard this as a
serious inaccuracy.
(2) The unit of measurement was the number of minutes devoted to a type
of program. We are measuring here, not merely counting, for we take
the number of minutes and place these against an arbitrary scale of the
total time. The adequacy of such measurement, however, is entirely
relevant to our frame of reference. Within these time intervals there may
be infinite variation in content. The effect of five minutes of one kind of
dance music is not that of five minutes of another. But we are here comparing the relative amount of time devoted to types of programs in a
time series. This whole problem of units of measurement needs clarification in contemporary sociological literature.
(3) The categories for program classification were not arbitrarily devised.
The twenty-six types which may be noted in Table I were gradually developed from the program listings. Beginning with a few general types
which were later modified, examining a sample from the various years
of the period recorded, so that the types would be inclusive of almost
all the programs during the entire period, this final list was developed.
Most of the rather small residue of miscellaneous items could have been
classified but the resultant list would have been unwieldy. The types are
for the most part self-explanatory. The foreign programs are those originating abroad. The continued plays were separated from the plays presented in a single program because these continued plays have latterly
won a distinct following. In this type were included all the continued
plays except those for children as these were already included in the
children’s classification. The star programs were those developed about
some speaker, actor, or commentator whose name was given for some
regular program. This was exclusive of the persons featured in music,
or as exclusively news or political commentators.
(4) The programs were usually listed in the newspapers by time categories,
that is, all the stations broadcasting from 9 to 9:10 would be listed together with the names of their programs. This necessitated the selection from the larger mass of material of the programs of the stations
we were classifying. The number of minutes devoted to the various programs of our stations was then recorded on a large data sheet. One such
sheet was used for each week of the programs of the selected stations.
There was classification of programs by program type, by station, and
by sections of the day, that is, from 6 A.M. to noon, noon to 6 P.M.,
6 P.M. to the closing of the station. Figures indicating the number
of minutes of a type of program were inscribed in the appropriate

Feb.

July

Feb.

1926

July

Feb.

July

1927
Feb.

1928
July

Feb. July

1929
Feb. July

1930
Feb.

July

1931
Feb.

July

1932
Feb.

July

1933
Feb.

July

1934

2.75

3.61

1.49

2.83
1.89
1.99
2.91
1.90
0.65
1.43
1.34

2.81
1.99
3.88
0.15
1.52
1.25
2.80
1.28

3.48
2.40
1.42
5.32
2.19
0.99
2.39
1.29

4.08
4.54
2.38
0.89
1.93
0.63
2.60
1.76

3.65
1.29
2.03
4.12
1.24
0.37
1.92
1.41

1.16

4.86
3.17
3.89
4.80
1.56
0.47
1.80
1.28

5.14
3.54
5.19
0.41
1.33
0.40
2.34

2.01

3.62
2.70
3.11
4.52
1.98
0.29
2.05

0.65

3.60
3.59
6.04
0.71
1.03
0.24
3.12

0.39

4.22
3.91
3.04
6.04
1.11
0.39
1.39

0.52

4.89
3.99
7.21
1.71
1.20
0.09
2.23

0.61

3.99
2.27
4.79
4.79
0.48
0.16
1.95

0.33

3.48
1.93
4.65
0.47
1.25
0.14
2.38

0.39

3.05
5.45
4.01
0.56
1.07
0.10
2.22

0.26

2.45
3.19
2.83
4.72
1.54
0.19
1.29

(Table I continued)

0.35

3.39
3.61
3.56
3.99
0.81
0.20
1.85
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1.71

2.98
3.15
4.39
0.85
3.10
0.57
2.21

8.12
1.68
4.94
0.79
1.34
0.49
3.31

2.42
3.09
1.26
3.82
0.70
0.75
1.72

2.35
0.69
4.93
0.23
0.68
0.34
3.14

Women’s……
Feature………
Educational…
Sports………..
News.………
Weather……..
Church
Services……
Market
Reports……

68.22 66.89 69.37 67.42 64.13 69.26 66.49 68.61 66.45 70.13

3:28 AM

67.48 67.38

6/11/07

Total………… 71.34 70.79 68.28 76.37 72.22 70.82 72.84 74.10

Dance……… 22.85 19.50 20.27 28.53 19.70 26.37 23.29 24.95 23.15 28.42 23.90 25.47 26.89 29.57 23.45 25.17 19.81 25.89 23.40 24.74
String
10.05 8.71 8.35 12.58 14.50 11.56 8.76 9.99 3.02 5.11
6.41 6.59 6.12 2.67 3.26 7.07 4.20 5.43 3.98 4.27
Ensemble…
Concert
4.33 16.64 9.62 12.89 12.01 7.39 9.80 7.85
8.01 7.77 13.54 7.70 10.45 6.37 8.35 9.33 5.40 10.07 5.02 8.22
Orchestra…
Soloist……… 7.60 4.87 6.24 6.02 7.03 4.17
2.39 3.86 5.81 3.63 5.34 3.77 4.15
4.59 4.53 4.90 5.02 4.74 4.42 4.90
Combination.. 14.10 9.83 10.49 5.39 4.79 4.60 10.96 10.10 8.11 6.44 5.19 7.04 6.50 3.27 3.62 3.04 4.52 3.06 3.47 3.89
Vocal………… 8.06 8.84 10.11 7.79 9.14 7.80 6.62 7.63 5.55 6.02 6.53 6.27 7.00 11.23 13.06 12.80 16.62 13.71 16.72 14.37
Sacred……… 0.99 0.24 0.22 0.50 0.42 1.57 0.41 0.28 0.27 0.29 0.39 0.36 0.47 0.24 0.63 0.39 0.45 0.80 0.58 0.61
Victrola……… 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.33 0.36 2.51 1.31 3.52 3.19
4.21 5.35 5.75 3.42 3.24 3.21 4.31
2.48 3.47 3.49
Miscellaneous. 3.36 2.16 2.97 2.67 4.30 7.00 8.10 8.13 10.04 6.51
2.71 4.34 2.04 6.06 3.99 3.35 6.16
2.43 5.39 5.64

Music

1925

Table I: Percentages of Time Devoted to Various Types of Programs, Averages of Nine American Radio
Stations, 1925–1935
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2.32

0.00

0.13

Total…………

Miscellaneous.. 0.19

0.15

0.19

2.33

1.23
0.35

0.47

2.89

0.90
0.12

0.26
2.35
1.11
0.76

0.05

4.23

0.81
0.00

0.16
1.89
2.79
0.63

0.86

2.92

0.56
0.00

0.00
1.64
1.13
1.23

0.63

2.91

1.27
0.41

0.10
2.45
1.11
0.12

2.45

1.64

3.98

1.69
0.55

0.00
2.30
1.48
0.26

0.51

0.44
1.79

0.87

5.20

2.07
0.70

0.44
2.82
1.64
0.79

0.70

0.95
1.06

3.06

4.84

2.51
0.79

0.23
2.54
1.42
0.12

0.51

0.38
1.21

Feb. July

0.09

5.45

1.76
0.89

0.99
1.86
1.11
1.69

0.15

1.21
1.63

Feb.

0.55

6.48

2.87
0.97

0.69
2.44
1.31
1.33

0.04

0.11
1.61

July

0.21

7.21

3.27
0.84

0.46
3.52
1.19
1.91

0.44

1.38
0.61

Feb.

5.71
1.29

0.16
3.62
1.76
1.57

2.84

0.99
0.12

Feb.

0.43

0.69

7.27 10.33

4.19
0.78

0.41
2.32
0.59
1.71

0.15

1.03
0.00

July

0.44

7.89

2.49
0.74

0.20
3.85
2.00
2.66

0.05

1.05
0.12

July

1933

0.72
0.41

Feb.

0.21
0.11

July

1934

0.36

9.94

5.77
1.40

0.25
3.74
1.70
1.04

0.00

8.85

4.65
0.89

26

Total………… 99.78 99.84 100.12 99.89 99.81 99.83 99.91 99.84 100.28 99.75 99.89 99.94 99.73 99.83 99.80 99.91 99.85 99.97 99.88 99.96

0.00

0.90

0.16
0.00

0.00
3.76
0.27
0.48

1.13

0.59
1.59

Feb. July

1932

3:28 AM

1.51

0.64
0.06

1.53
0.00

0.00
3.34
0.69
0.05

0.29

0.45
2.36

July

1931

1.17
2.34
1.81
1.50

0.47
4.21
0.10
0.71

0.00
2.45
0.79
0.00

Foreign……… 0.00
Children’s…… 3.72
Plays………… 0.04
Continued
0.09
Plays and
Readings……
Sketches……… 0.00
Star………….. 0.00

0.82

0.33
1.78

Feb.

1930

17.47

3.01

0.02
2.73

July

1929

Total………… 24.50 24.28 25.45 19.13 21.31 23.04 20.74 20.32 26.71 24.45 22.34 22.38 21.97 22.25 24.27 20.22 18.56 18.98 19.14

0.12

0.22
2.34

Feb.

1928

0.68

1.14

0.49

0.64
3.28

July

1927

6/11/07

1.16

1.33
4.02

0.69
6.59

Political……… 1.80
Health
1.81
Exercises…..
Miscellaneous.. 4.92

Feb.

1926

July

1925

Feb.

Music

(Table I continued)
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classification column. These small figures showing number of minutes
of a single program were then totaled and worked out in percentages
of the total for each program type, for each of the three periods of the
day, for each station, for a weekly total.
(5) Sampling tests indicated four weeks out of each year for each station as
adequate. So the programs for February 1–15 and July 18–31 were classified. These periods were selected to minimize the intrusion of holidays, or the unusual, also for winter and summer programs. The stations
classified were WEAF, WOR, and WJZ of New York from 1925
through 1934, WABC of New York from 1927 through 1934, WGN of
Chicago from 1925 through 1934, WMAQ, KYW, WBBM of Chicago
from 1929 through 1934, WDAF of Kansas City from 1925 through
1934, and the London National of the British Broadcasting Corporation,
from 1925 through 1934. Here is a sample of powerful stations in large
cities. A parallel study of low power stations in small towns and cities
would be desirable. These would no doubt be found to have differed
from one another, especially in the early period, more than do the large
stations.
(6) The relatively small samples of program content analysis which have
so far been published have been remiss in failing to indicate either the
consistency of individual classification, if one person did the judging,
or the comparative uniformity of classification if more than one was involved. C. Kirkpatrick, in the study already referred to is an exception.
In the early stages of our study the four classifiers conferred together
to some extent on the meaning of certain program titles, examined the
columns of the radio pages for comments on or references to these programs so as to determine what their classification should be. After that
they worked independently. Well through the classification, each classified the same sample week. Their results were compared for each
category in our list of types of programs. The coefficient of correlation
was .93  .0178.
Our results provided a score or more of tables on which the classifications of program types for each station by yearly totals appeared.
Further, there are tables in which the averages of the American stations
are shown. Then, there are tables showing the classification by stations of
the various program types. And, finally, those on which the range of percentages among the American stations for program types by years are
noted. Of this bulk of material only a limited selection of general tables
may be exhibited within the limits of an article. Table I gives the percentages of time devoted to various types of programs. It is based on the
averages of nine American stations. Table II provides comparable results
for the London National of the B. B. C. Table III shows the range of program type percentages for the year 1934, thus indicating the variation

Feb.

July

Feb.

1926

July

Feb.

July

1927
Feb.

1928
July

Feb. July

1929
Feb. July

1930
Feb.

July

1931
Feb.

July

1932
Feb.

July

1933
Feb.

July

1934

0.00

0.00

3.88

1.70

0.59

0.34

0.00

0.00

2.00

0.00

2.92

0.18
5.50
7.51
0.39
3.27
1.33
1.24

0.40

0.52

0.29

0.44

0.29

0.81

0.00
7.21
1.39
0.44
3.32
1.62
1.97

2.61

0.32

0.45
7.51
9.48
3.71
2.23
1.39
1.65

0.00

0.12

0.55
8.22
3.97
4.87
2.81
1.34
2.67

0.31

0.37

0.31
4.82
8.60
2.26
2.46
1.90
3.98

0.45

0.45

0.51

3.09

0.57 2.07
6.50 0.13
3.60 11.74
0.63 2.45
2.74 2.32
1.99 1.34
3.86 4.65

0.19

0.79

3.17
0.00
9.84
0.75
2.78
3.57
3.33

0.00

0.70

0.46

1.27

1.18

3.15

1.38 0.82
5.59 5.98
1.62 10.99
1.84 2.64
3.35 2.40
3.87 1.15
5.23 4.46

0.00

4.48

0.70

5.54

0.87 0.86
5.94 5.78
1.97 12.83
1.19 1.30
3.72 3.18
1.21 1.16
3.31 6.48

0.61

4.31

0.13

3.65

0.79 0.41
6.07 0.00
1.20 12.30
0.15 2.56
4.02 3.30
1.19 1.64
4.34 4.45

0.84

0.14

0.22

3.45

0.65

0.40

1.03 0.42
0.00 10.43
0.69 7.14
1.33 3.29
2.60 3.51
1.53 3.05
4.60 3.83

0.00

0.00

0.71
3.01
0.60
3.90
4.45
3.20
4.21

74.31 55.71 70.54

0.98
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0.95
7.67
3.87
0.44
2.93
1.35
0.98

1.54
7.53
6.44
2.00
3.65
3.23
3.12

2.23

Women’s.......... 0.76
Feature.............. 10.03
Educational...... 9.69
Sports............... 0.91
News................. 4.40
Weather............ 1.73
Church
0.76
Services........
Market
0.00
Reports.........
Political............. 0.25

1.54

61.54 65.05 56.09 65.35 52.53 66.59 59.45

0.00

Total.................. 58.32 65.42 65.31 68.47 57.75 63.91 63.22 69.06 57.66 60.51

0.00

3:28 AM

0.44

6/11/07

Miscellaneous... 0.00

Dance............... 11.69 20.47 30.93 26.57 19.30 13.19 18.63 19.67 14.86 22.72 15.30 18.87 16.44 23.81 10.32 20.76 22.40 20.18 17.58 20.89
String
4.50 6.58 1.95 3.37 2.11 6.26 7.16
5.16 1.90 1.11
0.77 1.86 2.35 0.00 2.12 0.88 1.28
1.13 2.70 0.77
Ensemble.....
Concert
17.68 8.62 9.59 16.26 10.31 9.21 9.18 4.48 5.63 5.84 17.44 10.94 11.94 10.18 16.72 15.50 9.73 23.44 17.13 25.39
Orchestra.....
Soloist............... 2.77 1.37 6.63 6.90 1.53 1.67 9.65 6.06 6.37 4.51 11.54 10.64 7.11
7.26 12.14 13.25 13.28 8.32 8.60 10.12
Combination.... 10.51 13.19 2.55 3.38 9.77 18.26 5.57 9.86 12.55 9.82 2.56 4.68 5.04 9.54 2.06 6.74 5.66 8.96 3.78 2.29
Vocal................. 8.13 6.84 7.38 7.13
5.91 9.00 8.27 8.92 2.80 3.25 4.61 11.07 5.35 5.39 3.97 3.79 1.11
1.66 1.98 7.07
Sacred............... 1.08 0.88 2.91 0.40 5.05 3.08 0.99 5.64 1.67 2.37
1.68 1.74 5.45 4.71 1.11 1.00 0.00 0.69 0.45 1.15
Victrola............. 1.96 7.03 3.37 4.46 2.23 2.01 3.87 9.27 8.00 9.19
7.05 4.91 2.41 4.46 2.09 4.67 3.07
8.95 2.85 2.72

Music

1925

Table II: Percentages of Time Devoted to Various Types of Programs, London National of the B. B. C., 1925–1935
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5.84

0.00

Total.................. 2.41

Miscellaneous... 0.00

0.00

5.50
0.00

4.85
0.00

2.41

0.86
0.00
0.00

3.92

0.33
1.10
0.00

2.70

0.39
0.00

0.29

0.00
0.80

0.00
1.04

0.00
1.28

0.00
1.04

0.00
2.90

0.00

0.34

5.29

0.51
0.00

4.01
0.77

0.00
5.59

0.44

5.07

0.12
0.00

4.31
0.64

0.00
5.88

0.00

3.30

1.49
0.00

1.81
0.00

0.54
6.25

0.00

3.88

0.40
0.00

3.48
0.00

0.00
5.89

0.01

2.82

0.23
0.69

1.35
0.55

0.34
7.00

0.00

2.49

0.00
0.00

2.15
0.34

2.93
5.40

0.00

2.73

1.26
0.00

1.47
0.00

0.19
5.90

0.00

3.34

0.00
0.00

1.84
1.50

0.73
5.57

0.30

2.88

0.00
0.00

2.64
0.24

0.20
5.71

1.77

0.00
0.05

0.00

0.00

2.41

0.00
0.00

1.91
0.50

0.46
5.64

0.00

4.52

0.92
0.00

3.60
0.00

0.00
5.19

0.00

2.04

0.65
0.00

1.39
0.00

1.85
5.42

17.12 34.49 20.13

1.67

0.00

Total.................. 99.98 100.46 99.44 99.77 99.33 99.35 100.72 99.79 99.95 99.94 99.93 99.72 99.83 99.90 100.46 99.95 99.88 99.94 99.91 99.98

0.00

2.17
0.00

2.35
0.14

0.09

0.00

3:28 AM

4.94

1. 82
0.89

1.18
0.37

3.65

0.00

31.07 28.07 28.30 24.90 33.57 23.73 39.11 23.72 31.34

2.77

0.00

6/11/07

2.14
0.59

2.11
0.57

2.31
0.00

1.07
0.44

1.37
1.42

0.00
6.27

1.99
0.42

2.21
0.00

0.73
6.66

4.33
0.00

0.77
5.45

0.00
0.00

0.00
8.12

Plays.................
Continued
Plays and
Readings.......
Sketches............
Star....................

0.36
7.07

0.00
6.32

0.00

0.00
8.45

1.09

0.00

Foreign............. 0.33
Children’s........ 9.38

1.16

0.00

21.71

0.63

0.00

Total.................. 29.54 20.75 21.76 17.68 30.51 23.64 27.31

1.42

1.83

0.00
0.92

0.00

0.00
2.30

Health
0.00
Exercises......
Miscellaneous... 1.01

Franzosi_V1_Ch02.qxd
Page 29

CONTENT OF RADIO PROGRAMS, 1925–1935

29

Franzosi_V1_Ch02.qxd

6/11/07

3:28 AM

Page 30

30

THE PRECURSORS

Table III: Range of Program Type Percentages for 1934
Feb.

July

High
34.02
18.80

Low

High

Low

WMAQ 15.38
WDAF 1.00

WBBM 32.24
WABC
7.58

WOR 19.04
WMAQ 0.00

Dance…………… WABC
String
WGN
Ensemble………
Concert
WJZ
Orchestra……..
Soloist…………… WGN
Combination…… WDAF
Vocal……………… WBBM
Sacred…………… WDAF
Victrola………….. KYW
Miscellaneous…... WMAQ

7.04

WGN

2.50

WJZ

11.85

WDAF

3.76

7.71
8.18
22.92
0.95
10.49
14.12

KYW
WGN
WABC
2 sta.
3”
WEAF

1.99
0.11
8.79
0.00
0.00
2.35

WBBM
WDAF
WABC
WMAQ
KYW
WMAQ

8.35
16.94
19.91
1.24
11.79
10.99

WMAQ
KYW
WDAF
2 sta.
WGN
WGN

0.51
0.42
6.70
0.00
0.00
1.63

Total……………… WGN

74.08

WOR

56.09

WABC

80.76

WOR

Women’s………… WOR
Feature…………… WOR
Educational……… KYW
Sports…………… WOR
News……………... KYW
Weather………… WDAF
Church
WGN
Services………..
Market
WOR
Reports………..
Political………… KYW
Health
WGN
Exercises………
Miscellaneous…... KYW

9.01
14.21
7.40
1.88
3.43
0.71
5.84

WGN
KYW
WEAF
4 sta.
2”
5”
KYW

0.00
0.49
0.51
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

WOR
WGN
WJZ
WGN
WABC
WDAF
WGN

5.91
6.14
6.10
14.56
2.55
0.90
4.89

WGN
WDAF
WGN
WJZ
WMAQ
6 sta.
WBBM

0.00
0.00
0.00
0.44
0.00
0.00
0.00

1.44

4 sta.

0.00

WDAF

1.63

7 sta.

0.00

2.19
2.68

WGN
7 sta.

0.00
0.00

WJZ
WMAQ

0.66
1.03

2”
8”

0.00
0.00

5.54

4”

0.00

WDAF

2.95

3”

0.00

Total……………… WOR

31.48

13.82

WGN

25.73

WABC 10.92

WGN

62.77

Foreign…………… WMAQ
Children’s……… WBBM

0.64
6.41

2 sta.
0.00
WMAQ 1.41

KYW
WOR

2.86
5.84

WGN
0.00
WMAQ 0.00

Plays……………… WJZ
Continued Plays WABC
and Readings…
Sketches………… WBBM
Star……………… WMAQ

3.48
3.80

WGN
0.25
WBBM 0.00

WOR
WGN

3.44
4.33

WGN
WDAF

0.54
0.30

10.85
4.17

KYW
2 sta.

2.52
0.00

WDAF
WBAF

7.30
2.27

WABC
3 sta.

1.44
0.00

Total……………… WJZ

13.58

KYW

6.58

WEAF

12.99

KYW

4.05

among these large American stations in the content of their programs.
Extensive comment on the results is likewise impossible. Perhaps the most
convenient summarization may be provided by simply listing various
trends, changes, and comparisons which appear to me from these tables.
For convenience in thinking of the meaning of percentage differences it
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may be noted that as most of the stations are on the air from 6 A.M. to
at least 1 A.M., one per cent of broadcasting time is between eleven and
twelve minutes per day. Hence a change of as much as three per cent
means at least a half hour more of that type of program every day.
Of the contents of Table I, I note:
Music rather consistently maintained at about 70 per cent of the total.
Dance music about the same proportion of the total from year
to year, usually higher in the summer than in winter.
String Ensembles in the early years used about 10 per cent of
the daily program, in the last three years a little over 4 per cent.
Concert orchestras have decreased slightly.
Soloists have about a third less broadcasting time than in the
years 1925 to 1927.
Combination musical programs are less than half as much in
evidence.
Vocal programs now have about twice as much time as in the
early years.
Victrola playing does not appear significantly in the programs
until 1927, had a larger part each year until 1931 (about an hour a
day) and has now decreased to 3.49 per cent of the total day’s programs.
Programs admittedly directed at women reach a high in 1929
when they average over 6 per cent for the year. They now occupy
half that time.
The averages for educational programs have not increased
since 1929, but it may be noted that in the winters of 1931 and
1932 they increased sharply to 6.04 and 7.21 per cent. At that
period the broadcasting systems were very much subjected to public attack. These facts may not be unrelated.
The average time devoted to sports programs has increased
slightly of late years. Broadcasting sports events accounts for six or
seven times as much time in summer as in winter (baseball games).
News reports have about doubled their time over that used on
them in 1925, but it will be noted that in 1926 these increased rapidly. There is considerable fluctuation here not unconnected with
the stages of the radio’s controversy with the newspapers.
Market reports are much less in evidence during the past few
years; indeed they occupy but a sixth of the time given to them in
the 1925 to 1928 period.
Broadcasts from abroad have increased since 1930.
Note the seasonal variation in children’s programs.
Plays and continued readings now are about three per cent of
the total time. They appear to have developed about 1928.
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The star programs have rather consistently increased since 1930.
There is greater emphasis on these great names in radio.
There are other changes which the reader may note by studying the
tables. These observations are based on the averages for the American
stations. If individual stations are considered the results are in some cases
different. For the range, between high and low stations, in the time devoted
to program types for a single year, 1934, see Table III.
The comparison of the American with the London National programs
may be made by studying Tables I and II. In the following comments
“English” refers to the output of this one station and “American” to the
averages of the nine stations. The total time used by musical programs in
the London National is now but little less than the 70 per cent of the
American stations. Ten years ago, however, it was considerably less. There
is a much greater seasonal variation in the English programs. In July,
1934, music occupied 70.13 per cent of the time of American stations and
70.54 per cent in the London National, but in February the English had
only 55.71 per cent music as compared to 66.45 per cent here. This is an
average daily difference in the winter of about two hours. In the English
programs these hours will be found distributed among the educational,
feature, children’s programs, and the weather. This English preoccupation
with the elements, as well as a general national characteristic, is delightfully
illustrated by the headlines of English newspapers some years ago during
a tremendous storm in the Channel. Some headlines read: “Tremendous
Storm at Sea, Continent of Europe Isolated.”
There is a greater variation in the amount of dance music in the
London National, both seasonal and from year to year. This may
be due to changes in policy of the B.B.C., or the demands of listeners and the needs of their programs. It may be observed that we
have been given a steady diet of dance music for ten years.
The string ensemble programs have never been even half as much
in evidence in the London National as in American programs.
Concert orchestras, however, are featured and given much
more time in the English programs. During the past two years, they
were presented during the winter for 7 per cent of program time
here, as compared to about 17 per cent in England. In the summer
the relative time is 6 per cent and 21 per cent. This is a great difference of between two and three hours every day.
Soloists have been increasingly used by the London National.
This is the reverse of the trend in America. Of course we have
soloists on the combination programs.
General vocal programs have a much more important part in the
programs here. We listen to group singing, choruses, and quartets.
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There is great fluctuation in the use of victrola records by the
London National. There are no trends. During the past year they
were used 0.7 of one per cent less than in America, but in July,
1933 they were played 6.47 per cent of the total programs more
than here. That is about an hour a day
Of the specifically women’s programs there is not more than a
third as much as in the United States.
Educational programs in the winter months have about twice as
much time as they have here.
While the sports programs are comparable in total yearly averages, in the London National programs they are a year-round broadcast with usually somewhat more time devoted to them in winter
than in summer, a marked difference from the American practice
already noted.
The English programs devote from three to four times as much
space to news. There is a quite different situation between newspaper and radio in England than in America.
For some reason there are sudden increases in the time given to
discussing weather in the English programs. This is noticeable in
1930 and 1934 especially.
During the past five years the London National has devoted
about twice as much time to church services as our commercial stations have.
The English station never has broadcast health exercises, while
in the hey-day of this type of program here (1925 and 1926) they
were apportioned about 4 per cent of the daily broadcast.
In the English programs there has been a rather consistent decrease in time devoted to children’s programs. Since 1925 they have
decreased from 8 or 9 per cent to about 5 per cent. Apparently, in
each year there is about twice as much time given to children’s programs as in the United States.
Sketches and plays have little part in the English program in
contrast to our recent 5 per cent of total program time.
Star programs have hardly any part in London National broadcasting.
In the results of this study we have a general survey and comparison
which purports to show certain larger trends and changes. It does not expose the important qualitative changes within the program types. Many of
these also may be examined in an organized fashion. But, impressionistic
accounts may be very illuminating. A year or so ago, I read an interesting
article by the novelist, Joseph Hergesheimer, on the differences between
English and American programs. It was based, as I remember, on a day’s
“listening in” by the author while in a London hotel room. He jotted down
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notes on his impressions. In his article he made a number of astute observations. For definitive accounts, however, such observations should provide but suggestions as to problems to be examined in an organized way.
Such studies of contemporary programs could be made by “listening in.”
Past programs could not be so satisfactorily dealt with, but a detailed analysis could be made from the accumulated scripts of past programs which are
filed by some of the larger stations. It would be a laborious procedure.
This report, likewise, is the result of a laborious process. But I believe
our results have justified the effort. The proliferating vogue of counting
and measuring in American sociology necessitates constant checking
against a careful formulation of worthwhile problems. In general, I agree
with Professor Sorokin’s recent plaint that, “In the future some thoughtful
investigator will probably write a very illuminating study about the quantitative obsession of a great many social scientists, psychologists and educators of the first third of the twentieth century, tell how such a belief
became a vogue, how social investigators tried to measure everything;
how thousands of papers and research bulletins were filled with tables,
figures and coefficients; and how thousands of persons never intended for
scientific investigation found in measurement and computation a substitute for real thought and became ‘researchers’, etc. Such a situation corresponds exactly to Professor Ogburn’s promulgation that science will
utilize the dull and uninteresting persons; for science rests on a base of a
great deal of long, careful, painstaking work. And many stupid persons
can be careful, patient, methodical.” But there are problems in which the
corporals of research have their uses.
Finally, I would repeat that the most valuable use of studies of content,
not only of radio programs, but also of other media of communication, is in
noting trends and changes in content. Systems of classification may be inadequate and unstandardized. Nevertheless, if a system is used consistently
over a time period, valuable facts may appear.

Notes
1. B. L. Pierce, Civic Attitudes in American School Textbooks, and the chapter on textbooks and the appendix of C. J. H. Hayes, France, A Nation of Patriots. Taft, D. R.,
“History Textbooks and International Differences,” Publications of American
Sociological Society, 19: 180–183.
2. J. L. Woodward, “Quantitative Newspaper Analysis as a Technique of Opinion
Research,” Social Forces, 12: 526–537.
3. M. M. Willey, The Country Newspaper, (1926); G. Walker, “A Yardstick for the
Measurement of County Weekly Service,” Journalism Quarterly, 7: 293–302, (a sample
of about 5 per cent of the Nebraska County papers for 1929 were measured using
Willey’s classification; and especially, I. B. Taubner, “Changes in Content and
Presentation of Reading Material in Minnesota Weekly Newspapers, 1860–1929,”
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League sub-committee, the International Journal of Educational Cinematography.
7. Edgar Dale, The Content of Motion Pictures, 1935.
8. C. C. Peters, Motion Pictures and Standards of Morality, 1934.
9. F. M. Vreeland, The Process of Reform with Especial Reference to Reform
Groups in the Field of Population, Thesis, University of Michigan, 1929.
10. H. Hart, in Recent Social Trends, pp. 382–442, and, “Changing Opinions About
Business Prosperity,” American Journal of Sociology, 38: 665–687.
11. Examine the bibliography of 732 items appended to Measurement in Radio,
F. H. Lumley, 1934.
12. G. A. Lundberg, “Content of Radio Programs,” Social Forces, 7: 58–60.
13. C. Kirkpatrick, Report of a Research into the Attitudes and Habits of Radio
Listeners. 63 pp.
14. American Broadcasting: An Analytical Study of One Day’s Output of 206 Commercial
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Methods for Analyzing the Content of
Motion Pictures
Edgar Dale

he purpose of the study described in this report is two-fold: First,
a method was devised for analyzing the content of motion pictures,
and second, this method was used to analyze the content of typical
motion pictures. It is the specific purpose of this article to describe the
methods used for discovering the content of motion pictures.
A series of criticisms of and claims for theatrical motion pictures have
been made which cannot be answered until studies have been made of
motion-picture content. There is the charge, for example, that certain fundamental areas of human concern are not treated at all in motion pictures.
It is further charged that there is preoccupation with certain areas of human
living – a preoccupation which is wholly unjustified and sometimes harmful. A second type of charge is leveled at specific content within the motion
picture. Some maintain that certain fine ideals of human living are consistently portrayed by current motion pictures, Others declare that the motion
pictures are almost entirely preoccupied with the depiction of crime; the
approval of race prejudice; the covert and sometimes explicit approval of
sexual impropriety; and frequent display of vulgarity. These same persons
maintain that, in general, the content of such motion pictures not only has
a harmful effect upon Americans but also puts us in an unfavorable light
abroad. A study of the content of motion pictures makes it possible to
secure evidence on these disputed questions.
The only way we can know the effective content of a motion picture
is through the responses that individuals make to it. Because of a common background of experience most individuals will react very similarly

T

Source: The Journal of Educational Sociology, vol. 6, 1932, pp. 244–250.
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to certain images which they see on the screen. This agreement among
individuals as to what they see on the screen represents the common
denominator of communication. So, within certain limits, there will be a
series of reactions to a screen story which differ very little among individuals. We have used the word content, therefore, to cover the common
reactions which we should expect typical individuals to get from a motion
picture. It is true that if we wished adequately to analyze all the effective
content of motion pictures it would be necessary to sample progressively
the reactions of all possible viewers until we had reached a point where
no significantly new reactions occurred. This it was manifestly impossible
to do. Highly specialized reactions to motion pictures such as might be made
by a specialist in the field of photographic art are therefore not included
in our study.
It is evident from the nature of the charges mentioned above that two
types of analyses of content are necessary. The first is a study of the general themes or the areas in which motion pictures have been developed.
The second is a type of analysis which describes verbally, with much precision and detail, the content of a motion picture. A survey of the literature quickly disclosed that this evidence had not yet been secured and
that analyses of the general and specific type were necessary.
The methods used to analyze films for their general themes must
depend, of course, upon the type of evidence available regarding such
content. The ephemeral nature of the motion-picture film makes it impossible to view the motion pictures of past years to discover their content.
In many cases the films are not available and positives would have to
be printed at a cost that would be prohibitive for the purposes of this
investigation.
Our source of information concerning the pictures which had been
produced during these years was Harrison’s Reports,1 a reviewing service
to exhibitors, which furnishes a short account of the story of the film and
a statement of its probable box-office value. The accuracy of these stories
was validated by comparing them with other written accounts and by verifying those accounts of motion pictures which the investigators had
viewed. We decided to make our study one of the general content of 500
feature pictures produced in 1920, 1925, and 1930. This represents the
total output of feature pictures released in these years by the major producing organizations.
Our next problem was to discover the classes into which these pictures might logically fall. We adopted for this purpose what might be
termed a common-sense classification; in other words, a classification
which is similar to that which lay adults commonly use for the description of motion pictures. Our tentative examination of the stories showed
that they grouped themselves into the following classes: crime, sex, love,

Franzosi_V1_Ch03.qxd

38

30/10/07

4:03 AM

Page 38

THE PRECURSORS

mystery, war, children, history, travel, comedy, and social propaganda.
Subclassifications were drawn up under each of these categories; first, in
order to assist the classifier; and second, in order that further data might
be gathered concerning the content of the motion picture. These subclassifications were given a number and were checked in the appropriate
column of the data sheet. The symbols A and B were used to designate those
films where the reviewer felt that there was not only a major theme but also
a strong minor theme. No attempt was made to discover the objectivity
of these subclassifications.
Does this method of classification yield uniform results when utilized
by trained workers? To test this out we took 100 sample reports at regular
intervals from each of the three groups of 500 pictures. The reviewers
were asked to use the instructions prepared and classify them according to
their best judgment. We discovered that in the 1920 movies there was perfect agreement among the three readers in 87 out of 100 pictures when
classified as to type; e.g., crime, sex, love, and so on. For the 1925 pictures
there was perfect agreement in 86 cases out of 100, and for the 1930 pictures there was perfect agreement in 88 out of 100 pictures. This is a perfect agreement of approximately nine cases in every ten. The technique
was therefore considered satisfactory for our purpose; namely, to classify
motion pictures according to the main types set up by us. The evidence as
to the number of pictures of each type is, therefore, indisputable within the
limits given.
The analysis just described is valid for presenting the major themes or
leading ideas with which motion pictures are concerned. It is not valid for
answering many of the critical questions which sociologists and others are
asking concerning the content of motion pictures. For this detailed analysis we viewed one hundred and fifteen motion pictures at the theater. The
steps followed in this analysis were these:
1. A canvass was first made of the safeguards which are necessary to
ensure fidelity of report when observers are used. Whipple’s suggestions
for such safeguards2 were carefully heeded. He states3 that “if the expectant attention is properly directed, however, the efficiency of observation
is greatly increased.” This precaution was observed in this fashion: First
of all, the observers familiarized themselves with the story before they
went to the theater. The motion-picture reviews in the daily papers usually gave such an account. Reading the story before reviewing the picture
gave the investigators a frame of reference, a schematized outline which
made it possible for them to grasp easily what occurred on the screen.
Second, each observer carried a schedule of points on which to secure
information. This schedule included the critical areas in which we desired
information and had been worked out in coöperation with the observers.
Further, three observers were used on 75 of the 115 films reviewed by this
schedule.
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The schedule was developed in this fashion:
All available literature dealing with favorable and unfavorable criticisms of theatrical motion pictures was read with a view of determining
the positive and negative values which have been stated for such motion
pictures. An analysis schedule was developed based on a classification of
these possible values and detriments. The major headings in the final
form of this schedule sheet are as follows:
SOCIAL VALUES IN MOTION PICTURES
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.
VII.
VIII.
IX.

Nature of American Life and Characters
Nature of Foreign Life and Characters
Motivation of Characters
Emotion Appeals to Audience and Methods of Making Them –
The “Kick” of the Movies
Crime, Delinquency, and Violence
Relations of Sexes
Military Situations
Depiction of Underprivileged Peoples
Deportment, Language, Manner and Tone of Voice, Type of
Dialogue and Song

Each of these categories was further subdivided. The subdivisions
used for Category No. 1 follow:
I. Nature of American Life and Characters
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
I.
J.
K.
L.
M.
N.
O.
P.

Home
Education
Religion
Economies
Agriculture
Industry and commerce
Civic life
Recreation
Social conventions
Clothing conventions
Narcotics and stimulants
Law enforcement
American men
American women
American youth
American children
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Each of these subcategories was further divided by a series of points; e.g.:
Industry and Commerce
Pay special attention to the following points:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The nature of the portrayal of industrial and commercial activity
Goals of characters engaged in industrial activity
Methods of distribution of goods
Nature of portrayal of owners and workers
Nature of the management of industry

The reviewer was expected to note descriptive details in the picture
which dealt with these points. It is evident that from these data we shall
be able to draw inferences concerning critical questions such as these: Do
theatrical motion pictures acquaint the viewers with the major problems
of industry and commerce? Do they show industry as democratically or
autocratically managed? Are workers shown as thoughtful, independent,
and self-respecting, or as thoughtless, dependent, and obsequious? Are
the problems of the coal, cotton, and wheat industry realistically portrayed or are motion pictures entirely free from problems that beset
American industrial civilization?
2. Accuracy of report was further ensured by following a second warning of Whipple’s; e.g.: “Whenever any interval of time elapses between
the actual carrying out of observation and the recording of it by word or
gesture or pen, the accuracy and completeness of the record tends to be
reduced by errors of memory.”4 Each observer recorded at the theater
the pertinent material which he was seeing on the screen. He occupied a
seat near a light and it was possible in this way to make satisfactory notes.
These notes were written up either that day or the next. Even with these
precautions, minor errors were discovered. This situation was met, in
part, by observing a third canon set up by Whipple: “When a number of
persons report upon the same matter, those details upon which agreement appears may in general be considered as correct.”5
An analysis of this type makes possible the answering of many important questions concerning motion-picture content. Its deficiency lies in the
fact that it does not make available the total context in which each of the
situations occurred. We felt, further, that we needed a number of accounts
which would present almost completely the entire range of content in a
motion picture in the context of the narrative itself. To that end, we
secured from the producers dialogue scripts and used them in our analysis of 40 motion pictures. The script contains all the dialogue and enough
of the settings and action to give each bit of dialogue its proper chronological order. The observers for these 40 motion pictures were all trained
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stenographers and the schedules were used as before. What the observers
now did was to:
l. Familiarize themselves with the dialogue script before attending the
motion picture.
2. Attend the film and take stenographic notes of all materials not included
in the dialogue script. This consisted of detailed descriptions of settings,
clothing worn, gestures, intonations and facial expressions of characters,
approximate age, economic levels, and so on.
3. Immediately write up the picture in the form of a running narrative
based upon a combination of the dialogue script and stenographic notes,
every change of scene being carefully indicated. These reviews will average approximately 40 double-spaced typewritten pages each.
Of the 40 pictures thus reviewed, 27 were viewed by two or more
trained observers, the remaining 13 being viewed by one trained observer
who had been the research assistant throughout the entire experiment.
The final results of this investigation as far as methodology are: (1) a reliable technique for the classification of motion pictures according to major
theme, (2) a schedule sheet by means of which critical information about
motion pictures can be secured by trained observers, and (3) a technique for
highly detailed film analysis.
The technique for evaluating motion pictures according to major
theme was applied to 500 feature pictures in each of the years 1920, 1925,
and 1930. The schedule sheet was applied to 75 motion pictures and their
content determined through this method. And finally, a highly detailed
narrative account was secured through the application of this schedule
sheet to 40 additional motion pictures.

Notes
1. Harrison’s Reports, 1440 Broadway, New York, N.Y.
2. Psychological Bulletin, XV, 7 ( July 1918).
3. Ibid., p. 228.
4. Op. cit., p. 233.
5. Ibid., p. 234.
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How America became Belligerent:
A Quantitative Study of War News,
1914–17
H. Schuyler Foster, Jr.

ations today are very reluctant formally to declare war, but it is
flagrantly evident that they have not renounced belligerence in
thought or action. Diplomats continue ceaselessly in their attempts
to prevent belligerent policies from resulting in armed conflict, and social
scientists are exploring the origins of belligerence as manifest in the relations of nations. Any investigation which contributes to a more precise
understanding of the circumstances under which a people becomes belligerent tends to illuminate the problem of preserving the peace.
Following the outbreak of the European war, the United States passed
through thirty-four months of neutrality before its belligerence became
crystallized in the declaration of war against Germany. The stages in the
evolution of this belligerence are chronicled in the contemporary newspaper press, which now serves as a reservoir of data concerning the crises
which jolted the American people from spectators to participants in the
war. Further importance attaches to a study of the American press during
the period of neutrality because of the active rôle of the newspaper in the
modern world.
A modern state passes from neutrality to participation in warfare as the
climax of a series of popular crises. The extent to which the whole people
must experience these crises precedent to belligerency depends upon two
variables: the generality of the demand which is necessary to the decision
for warlike action (popular referendum as against dictatorial decree); and the
generality of the participation necessary to the prosecution of the warlike

N

Source: The American Journal of Sociology, vol. 40, 1935, pp. 464–475.
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policy (conscript army as against a professional army). The necessity for
popular approval increases with the magnitude of the military program, for
even an autocrat cannot carry out a comprehensive program if faced by
strong popular opposition.
The series of crises tends toward an abandonment of neutrality in
favor of the belligerent which supplies the greater amount of news; for
popular information concerning foreign lands is furnished predominantly
by the newspaper.1
These major generalizations concerning the modern process of becoming belligerent are based largely upon study of America’s news of the
European war from June, 1914, to April, 1917. Sample issues of the New York
Times and of the daily press of Chicago were carefully examined. Quantitative study of over 11,000 separate items published by these newspapers indicated the amount of war news coming from each belligerent, the
channels furnishing the news, the subjects treated, the appeals presented,
and the extent to which the news was likely to modify attitudes toward the
belligerents.
Altogether, information concerning a dozen attributes of each of these
news items was recorded and transferred to punch-cards to permit mechanical compilation and to facilitate the making of correlations. Many of the
data were absolutely objective in character (origin, channel, date, length,
prominence of display), and the remainder were based upon classification
so definite that the subjective element was reduced to the minimum.2
Fundamental importance attaches to the origin of news, and to the volume of news emanating from each belligerent. Selection of news operates
at every source and determines what news – especially what war news –
shall be furnished the makers of newspapers. This selection determines
which of the many aspects of a given war shall receive newspaper attention in neutral states. With the attention of neutral readers fixed by the
more prolific belligerent, it follows that appeals freely appear in the news
which evoke an attitude favorable to the nation supplying the news. As
this condition continues through successive crises, the attention upon certain aspects of the war becomes more vivid, and the appropriate appeals
fortify an attitude which becomes prevalent among the people.
It is thinkable that some crises might not terminate in favor of the belligerent supplying the greater amount of news, on account of exceptional
ineptitude in conveying that belligerent’s point of view with respect to the
crises. It is also true that the facts which give rise to crises are unequal in
their attention value. Nevertheless, the facts of even the most spectacular
crises make different impressions upon different observers and produce
widely differing reactions (e.g., the sinking of the “Lusitania” as contemplated in Germany and in Great Britain). The intrinsic differences among
critical situations may present occasional difficulties to the propagation of
a belligerent’s point of view; but some perspicacity on the part of the
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sending nation must be assumed. War news is filled with dispatches
which overcome tremendous natural obstacles.
This emphasis upon the war news published in a neutral state is not
intended to suggest that news is the sole factor which operates to evoke a
popular demand for war. Economic and political considerations, apart from
those furnished through the press, contribute effectively to the formation of
popular attitudes. At the same time, it is to be borne in mind that the mails,
cables, steamships, and radio systems which communicate news also afford
the facilities for commercial and political contact. The amount of news
received by a neutral from a belligerent is a partial index of the volume of
commercial and political relations with that belligerent; and, to some extent,
the amount of news determines the nature of these relations.
For the purpose of detecting the news trends which accompanied the
evolution of American belligerence, five periods were utilized. The first
comprehended the outbreak of hostilities and the spectacular march of the
German army across supposedly neutral Belgium. The second period
included the critical tension between neutrals (particularly the United
States) and the Entente powers (particularly Great Britain) concerning the
rights of neutrals on the high seas. The third period witnessed an extension
of the policies of the belligerents touching ocean commerce which reached
a climax in the sinking of the “Lusitania.” The fourth marked the attempt
to bring the war to a close in a fashion which brought out the so-called
war aims of the contending belligerents. The final period opened with a
declaration by one of the belligerents which restricted the freedom and
endangered the safety of neutrals (unrestricted submarine warfare); and
this period included the revelation of a document (Zimmermann note)
which further threatened one neutral, the United States. The events of
each of these periods served to impress the European war more indelibly
into American consciousness.
The amount of newspaper space which was given to the reporting of the
various crises is partially indicative of their intrinsic differences in attention
value, and partially indicative of the accumulated American interest in the
European war as reflected in popular eagerness to learn the latest news.
Even without any atrocity stories, the march of an army across Belgium
would have been “big news.” It is also true that murder and piracy are
essentially more dramatic than the confiscation of a few tons of copper or
bales of cotton. The prosperity of a newspaper depends largely upon the
ability of its publishers to gauge correctly the popular craving for news.
While the news of the Serajevo murders surprised America, it did not
produce a crisis. No news relative to the Serajevo episode was published
from July 9, 1914, until the Austrian ultimatum; yet such news did persist
in the Times until July 8. In August, 1914, the front page of the Times was
substantially devoted to the reporting of the war. As the military situation
became static, and despite the development of diplomatic tension between
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neutrals and the belligerent which was ruling the seas, war news steadily
gave way to non-war news until, in January, 1915, news of the war was
decidedly overshadowed by other news. The declarations of “war zones”
and “blockades” served to restore war news to parity with other news; and
the “Lusitania” disaster (May, 1915) resulted in complete domination of the
front page by news of the war.
In December, 1916, the negotiations looking toward peace brought for
war news almost as much front-page space as in the Lusitania days. This
fact indicates that, during the eighteen months following the sinking,
American interest in the European war had greatly increased; for these
negotiations were not so intimately related to the neutral nation as was
the loss of American life at sea. Nevertheless, in January, 1917, non-war
news received almost as much front-page attention as did war news.
In the remaining months of neutrality the front page once more was
given over very largely to news of the European war and of American military preparations, although people still differed as to the purpose of this preparedness. In the weeks immediately preceding the American declaration
of war, considerable front-page attention was given to Mexican-American
relations, and to the prospects of a national railroad strike. Both of these
matters were related to the possibility of participation in a transatlantic war,
although these items were not “news of the European war.”
The attention of newspaper readers was firmly fixed upon the war
during the major critical occasions which have been mentioned; but even
during the intercrisis periods the drift was constantly in the direction of increased attention to the war.
From the outset, an overwhelming proportion of this war news originated with the Entente group of belligerents, or passed through their territory to reach this neutral nation. By virtue of geographical position, Great
Britain was able to set up a monopoly over communication by cable.
During the first year of the war, 70 per cent of the front-page war news
was of Entente origin, and the proportion received directly from Germany
did not exceed 4 per cent.
The wireless, presenting no fixed lines of communication susceptible of
capture, was the only news channel not subject to Entente censorship.
Transatlantic wireless service was not established until after the invasion of
Belgium; and atmospheric conditions subsequently interrupted contact with
America, as at the time of the torpedoing of the “Lusitania.” So it happened
that when the German government was carrying out two of its most striking
actions of the entire war, the American people received substantially all of
their news of these actions from Germany’s enemies. The direct German
news did not exceed 12 per cent of the total in any of the five periods.
As successive crises were experienced by the American people, news
of cisatlantic origin increased at the expense of news from abroad. The
sort of comment natural to a spectator appeared at first on the inside
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pages of the newspaper, and reached the front page only during crises
relating this spectator somewhat more closely to the war. Contemporaneously there appeared news items from other neutral nations which
found themselves in crises similar to our own. As the nation moved
toward participation, news of American origin not only appeared on the
front page in considerable amounts (increasing from 11 per cent to 42 per
cent from 1914 to 1917), but it seized the headlines and became the most
prominent news of the day.
The characteristic tendency of news writers to give news an “angle”
which makes it more relevant to readers was illustrated at the very beginning when the Times secured an interview with Professor Michael Pupin,
honorary Serbian consul in New York. As the news of American origin
increased, not only did the amount from New York City continue, but that
from inland cities increased markedly. The increasing gravity of the situation began to awaken the more remote regions of the nation to a feeling
that the war was a truly national concern.
As each crisis was experienced by the neutral people, the focus of attention narrowed to the critical matters then before the nation. Moreover,
these crises tended to fix attention upon particular nations which henceforth served to symbolize the group of belligerents to which they respectively belonged. News of the “war in general” diminished during the months
of neutrality from 53 per cent to 26 per cent of the total. The proportion
concerning Great Britain varied from 7 per cent to 16 per cent, while the
German element described a constant increase from 15 per cent to 31 per
cent. Most of the news concerning Great Britain, as distinguished from the
news about Germany, originated at home. To the extent that attention was
directed toward the policies of the other belligerent, it moved away from
the policies of the nation which was supplying the war news.
The successive crises also produced changes in the sort of news which
was published about the war. News of military activities constantly diminished on the front page, from 72 per cent to 22 per cent, while news of diplomatic negotiations (particularly American diplomatic relations, 2 per cent to
20 per cent) constantly increased. News of internal economic, political, and
social conditions also registered an increase from 11 per cent to the maximum of 35 per cent at the time of the peace negotiations.
The increasing emphasis upon diplomatic news concentrated attention
upon the losses suffered, rather than the gains experienced, by the neutral nation as a spectator of a great war. Diplomatic notes from neutral to
belligerent are usually protests. Discussion was carried on in terms of the
common symbol, the American nation as represented by the national government. As the recurring crises seemed to threaten this group symbol, the
degree of collective involvement mounted; and there developed an accompanying disregard for the realistic consequences of war for individual
Americans, as distinguished from the collectivity.
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Many of these war items carried appeals capable of affecting readerattitude concerning the war and the parties to it. During the first year of
the war the proportion of war items carrying such an appeal reached a
maximum of 13 per cent. These appeals were chiefly of two types: legalistic and idealistic-commendatory. A new crisis, such as that evoked by
the invasion of Belgium, was signalized in the news by an increase in
appeals based upon regard for law. As the event disappeared into the
past, this legalistic appeal was superseded by the more vague idealistic or
commendatory plea. Appeals of this sort implicitly or explicitly invoked
a standard of ideal or commendable behavior as a measure of national
action. During the neutral period such appeals executed a gradual, then
a rapid, increase (to 20 per cent of all war items). Toward the close, they
were accompanied by appeals based upon accusations of diabolism or
insolence and upon American economic advantage. The appearance of
these latter signalized arrival at a stage in which the appeals themselves
were specifically related to this neutral nation.
The “tendency” of an item was considered to be its capacity to modify
the attitude of the reader toward the war or participating powers. The net
result of such tendencious news items was always favorable to the belligerent furnishing the greater amount of news. Just as the news furnished
by the Entente tended to focus attention upon the opposite belligerent, so
most of the tendencious items were “against” rather than “for” one set of
belligerents. During the first few months of the war, especially when sea
rights were under consideration, the news was not much more unfavorable to the Central than to the Entente powers. Following the sinking of
the “Lusitania,” antipathy toward Germany became marked; and with the
experiencing of additional crises the accumulation of hatred became more
and more rapid.
Initially the anti-German news was accompanied by pro-neutral dispatches in favor of fixing the status of this country as a mere spectator. As
crises succeeded each other, the involvement of this nation was signalized
by the appearance of items in opposition to all war. The pro-neutral items
were especially prevalent during the “Lusitania” crisis, and the anti-war
items during the peace negotiations; but items of each tendency practically disappeared following the declaration of unrestricted submarine warfare and the publication of the Zimmermann note.
From the standpoint of news origins, the most tendencious news was
that from America where censorship was least operative; and the least tendencious was that received from Berlin via London, and consequently
subjected to two censorships. The tendenciousness of Entente-via-London
news was very low, but the volume was so great that this origin produced
almost as large a quantity of tendencious news as did America. No other
source approached these two in quantitative output of news likely to modify opinion.
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Among news channels, the group of “by-line” writers produced the most
highly tendencious news, and after them ranked the special correspondents
of individual newspapers. News items which were not identified by the
Times as to news channel were least tendencious; and most of these may be
attributed to the Associated Press.
With respect to the subject treated in the war item, the news of opinion
demonstrations was naturally highly tendencious. News of diplomatic relations, implicitly invoking the group symbol, was much more tendencious
than the average, while military news was far below the average. Dispatches
dealing with the domestic developments within the various nations were
below the average in tendenciousness.
The sheer increase of news items unfavorable to one of the belligerents
does not imply much more than a heightened interest on the part of a
spectator. To obtain a true picture, elements of belligerence, or demands
for conciliation, which may have been present in the news, must be considered in addition to the tendency.
During the first year of the war only two belligerent items appeared
upon the front page of the Times, while several conciliatory items were published. Items were classified as belligerent or conciliatory only when they
contained definite mention of such possibilities as dismissal of an ambassador, or presidential declamation in favor of pacific settlement of specific
disagreements. Conceivably, diplomatic news and legalistic appeals might
be interpreted as suggesting a preference for peaceful, rather than war-like,
settlement of disputes. In actuality the legalistic appeal was utilized to belabor a transgressor, while the emphasis upon the group symbol implicit in
diplomatic news tended to attach the nation so firmly to a particular policy that compromise (as by arbitral procedure) became increasingly less
acceptable.
As the volume of antipathy toward Germany increased, the conciliatory items began to disappear. Simultaneously, belligerent items made
their way to the front page, and eventually they supplanted the conciliatory dispatches. But the belligerent news did not appear during the initial
crisis. A series of crises had to be experienced before the neutral demanded
the use of armed force.
The trends which have been noted here with particular reference to
the news published by the New York Times were paralleled by the trends
of the various Chicago newspapers. The midwestern dailies were perhaps
more slow to print news about the United States in relation to the distant
European war than was the seaboard Times, although in Chicago and in
the Times the inside pages carried a much higher proportion of news from
America and about America than did the front page, except during the
final crisis.
The editorials of the Times exhibited tendencies parallel to those of the
news items. However, editorial attention to the United States and to its
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foreign relations was greater than front-page attention, and editorial
antipathy toward Germany was much more frequently expressed. The
argument tended increasingly to be phrased in nationalistic terms; and
the sinking of the “Lusitania” proved a great impetus to this editorial
stressing of the group symbol.
The result of concentrating editorial attention upon two individual
nations as symbols of the Central and Entente powers was more frequent
discussion of Germany than of Great Britain in every period except the second. During this Anglo-American crisis there were more pleas for neutrality than during the German-American crisis concerning the “Lusitania”
(the opposite of the front-page situation), and none at all thereafter. The
more rapid advance of belligerence upon the editorial page indicates a
swifter development from the spectator-self to the participant-self than was
evidenced upon the front page.
These editorials seem to illustrate the thesis that the point of view
of that belligerent which has control of the news sources will become that
of the press; yet it is well known that many newspapers (notably those of
Mr. Hearst) maintained editorial policies hostile to the Entente powers.
Does the eventual capitulation of these newspapers, after a sufficient number of crises had been experienced, constitute a justification of the proposition that sheer bulk of news will secure ultimate triumph?
These “pro-German” newspapers, apparently unmoved by the economic considerations tending toward American participation, did become
aroused by the fact that the Imperial German Government had denied
this nation a proper amount of deference. They felt a keen sense of injury
as a result of the German attitude. Yet we may note that newspapers vary
considerably in their capacity to withstand editorially a constant deluge of
news from a single belligerent power. It is also true that pro-German newspapers might not find so many readers in a public moved to anti-German
belligerency as in a spectator-public.
What are the signs in the news which differentiate significant popular
crises from less serious crises?
In the significant crisis, news originating with the neutral, the self,
undergoes a great increase in volume, exceeding that from any other source.
There is an increase in items from the more remote regions of the neutral
nation, signifying a wide expanse of concern about the critical situation.
This news from the self is displayed with prominence, and non-war news
practically disappears from the front page.
The focus of attention narrows. Special prominence is given to the news
concerning one of the belligerents and its relations to the neutral self. Other
nations move toward the periphery, or completely outside the circle.
Appeals in the news demonstrate a marked increase in nebulous, idealistic motivation, as the prospects of the crusade are revealed; and ancillary appeals of various sorts now appear in considerable numbers.

Franzosi_V1_Ch04.qxd

30/10/07

4:04 AM

Page 50

50

THE PRECURSORS

The diabolism of the hated belligerent is seen to be directed against the
self (murderous submarine warfare). The absence of deference toward the
self is made pointed by insolence of attitude. Now also appears the direct
appeal to American economic advantage, or removal of disadvantage.
Concentration upon the irritating relations with a single belligerent necessarily produces blindness to the possible disadvantages of participation in
war. The chief concern becomes the triumph of the group symbol.
The inevitable result of this integration of news from the self, about
the self, related to a particular belligerent, and shot through by motivations of peculiar significance for the self, is to develop a tendency of
unprecedented affective strength. But it is this same sort of concentration
and tendency which characterizes the less significant crises in the series
leading toward war.
In the benignant crisis, these identifying traits are not developed to such
a marked extent as in the malignant crisis. But the distinguishing marks of
the benignant crisis are the absence of appeals specifically related to the
self, and, especially, by the presence of conciliatory items in the news. Conciliatory items bespeak concern, even anger, at the behavior of the belligerent in question, but they demonstrate an inability to overcome the
inertia of peace, an unwillingness to adopt a course of action so upsetting
as war, with all its disadvantageous concomitants.
In the malignant crisis, on the other hand, there is an almost complete
disappearance of conciliatory items. Simultaneously there appear, in this
nth crisis, definitely belligerent dispatches which reveal a wrath which
knows no bounds. No matter what the alternative (and who thinks of that?)
the rôle of spectator has become impossible. The self can no longer frown.
It must act.

Notes
1. While today the radio broadcast performs an important function with respect to
foreign relations, and wields an incalculable influence over public attitudes, the broadcast still lacks the comprehensiveness and tangibility of the newspaper. Furthermore,
the radio has made no attempt to duplicate the services of the great news agencies, and
is largely dependent upon them for the content of news broadcasts.
2. For a complete account of the methodology, see my MS in the University of
Chicago Library, “Studies in America’s News of the European War.”
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often confused with one another, also tend to be confused with their corresponding unqualified directional categories. If the hypotheses being
considered permit, it is more desirable to combine the qualified categories with the corresponding unqualified ones than with each other.
2. As the reader may have noticed, the sets have been numbered in
ascending order of reliability, the key set having the lowest and Set 8
the highest reliability. The two most satisfactory sets, from the point of
view of “meaningfulness” of their categories, as well as their reliability, are Sets 8 and 6, i.e., basically favorable, basically unfavorable,
and neutral; and unqualified favorable, unqualified unfavorable, and
the middle categories. Where the interest of the content analysis lies in
the degree of imbalance11 of the presentation of political symbols, Set 8
is preferable. If the interest is in the “extremism” of the directional
presentation, Set 6 yields the highest reliability.
It should be emphasized that the conclusions which have been drawn
concerning these sets were based on data obtained by retabulation rather
than by reclassification. It may well be that if Set 8, for example, had been
applied in the actual classification, its reliability would have been less than
that obtained by regrouping the data from the application of the key set. It
is a hypothesis worthy of future investigation that the reliability of a given
set of categories is improved by the application of a more detailed set and
a tabulation of the data in terms of the given set of categories. This point
will be touched on in Section 4.
4. Reliability by Grouped Frequencies
It has been mentioned that the measures of reliability hitherto discussed are
more stringent than necessary, in view of the frequency-units customarily
employed in content analysis investigations. These strict indices of reliability measure the extent of interanalyst agreement in the classification of each
single symbol occurrence. Such indices are particularly suited for determining the reliability of new and untested procedures of content analysis, and
for evaluating the adequacy of analysts’ training in the application of various
sets of categories. For these indices make it possible to locate sources of
error by revealing the categories between which it is most difficult for the
analysts to distinguish.
The results of actual content analyses are usually reported as frequencies
of presentations per specified quantities of content. For example, the analysis
might report the fluctuation from month to month in the number of favorable, unfavorable and neutral presentations of the symbol (meaning-unit)
GREAT BRITAIN in selected American newspapers. For such purposes,
interanalyst reliability can be measured in terms of the agreement among the
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analysts as to the frequencies of the diverse presentations of given symbols
per specified quantities of content. To determine the extent of agreement as
to these grouped frequencies, coefficients of correlation may be used.
To this end, 688 of the 726 symbol-occurrences classified in this study,
which were occurrences of 18 meaning-units12 were tallied for each analyst
under each symbol in terms of the three categories of Set 8 – favorable,
unfavorable and neutral presentations – and the resulting distributions
were correlated by pairing the distribution of each analyst with that of every
other analyst.
There were fifteen such paired correlations, which ranged from .94 to
.99, and averaged 9713. Clearly, Set 8 yields a very high degree of reliability.
The 688 symbol-occurrences were distributed in 472 front-page newspaper headlines. With approximately 13 headlines on each front page of
the newspapers sampled, the frequencies grouped represented total occurrences in approximately 36 front pages, i.e., 36 separate issues. By summing
the frequencies for so many issues, considerable opportunity is provided
for cancellation of disagreements. We can ask, then, how much the reliability is lessened by grouping the frequencies in terms of one-half or onefourth as many issues.
On the basis of 18 issues, the 15 paired correlations averaged .95, an
insignificant decrease from the value obtained on the basis of 36 issues.
Even when only nine issues constituted the frequency-unit, the correlations still were very high, averaging .94.
Samples for content analysis are chosen with two broad considerations
in mind: (1) The sample must be representative of the universe from which
it is drawn, and (2) it must be large enough to permit of reliable analysis.
The results just discussed above bear directly on the second consideration.
They clearly indicate that it is unnecessary, from the point of view of reliability, to select more than nine issues for the sample-unit; a larger number
of issues would not appreciably increase the reliability of the analysis.
The qualification must be added, however, that this holds only for categories with an initially high reliability. With category sets of lower reliability, there are more disagreements to be cancelled out by combining
the frequencies into larger groupings of issues.

Part C
Reliability of Categories of Direction and Standard Jointly Applied
The studies previously discussed dealt with the reliabilities of the categories
of standard and of direction applied separately. Content analyses in terms
of the categories, however, usually involve their joint application. In these
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studies, use is made of such conjoint categories as “favorable strength,”
“unfavorable morality,” etc. The reliability of these combined categories
was investigated by I. L. Janis, R. H. Fadner and M. Janowitz.14
The material analyzed in their study, as in the preceding ones, consisted
of newspaper content, with the difference that editorials were analyzed in
addition to front-page headlines, and that foreign newspapers were included
in the sample. Thirty-six issues were analyzed for their presentation of
sixteen political symbols.15
The categories employed were: “favorable strength,” “unfavorable
strength” (weakness), “favorable morality,” and “unfavorable morality”
(immorality). A group of nine analysts, trained in the use of these categories,
reported the total frequencies of the political symbol presentations in the 36
issues according to each of the categories. Each issue was then reanalyzed by
a different member of the same group so that, in effect, there were obtained
the results of two different groups classifying the same content. Reliability
was then measured by coefficients of correlation between the results of the
two “groups.” Reliability of separate categories was not reported.
A retabulation of the data, in terms of categories of direction only,
yielded a reliability coefficient of .85. This may be compared with the coefficient of .97 for the direction-categories reported above. Several factors
may account for this difference.
First, in the previous studies the specific symbol occurrences to be classified were marked beforehand for the analyst. In the study by Janis et al.,
however, the analysts were required to determine for themselves the presence or absence of the relevant meaning units.16
Secondly, the categories of direction were applied jointly with categories of standard, but only tabulated separately, whereas in the other
study they were applied separately. The conjoint categories multiply opportunities for disagreement. A presentation classified by one analyst as
“favorable strength” might be classified by another as “unfavorable morality” (e.g., NAZIS RAZE RUSS VILLAGE), so that the retabulation shows
a disagreement as to direction which, in fact, stems from a disagreement as
to standard. If the classification were in terms of direction only, such disagreements could more easily be prevented.
Thirdly, another factor is that suggested as a hypothesis on p. 79 –
namely, that the reliability of a set of categories is higher when the classification is made in terms of detailed categories, which are then grouped
for tabulation so as to reconstitute the original set. This was the procedure
which resulted in the .97 correlation in the directional study: the six categories of Set 1 were applied, but the correlation was computed from a
retabulation of the results into the three categories of Set 8.
It might be supposed that the difference between the two coefficients is
also due to the fact that the Janis study included editorial content in the sample. That study, however, found no significant difference between the reliabilities for headline analysis and editorial analysis (.86 and .84, respectively).
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The reliability of the set of conjoint categories as a whole was found to
be .75 That this result is so much lower than the reliabilities previously
reported for categories of standard and direction separately might be
accounted for by the factors just discussed.
Where a correlation of .75 is thought to be an unsatisfactory level of
reliability, an increase can be obtained by modifying the procedures of
conjoint application so as to take account of these factors.

Notes
1. Revised from Documents 40 and 41, Experimental Division for the Study of
Wartime Communications, Library of Congress.
2. The newspapers were: Chicago Daily News, Chicago Tribune, Christian Science
Monitor, Cleveland Plain-Dealer, St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Kansas City Star, Louisville
Courier-Journal, New York Daily News, New York Times and San Francisco
Examiner.
3. Since there were so few U entries (2% of all entries in #I and less than 1% in #II),
and since U represents a residual category of no independent interest, data concerning
this category have been excluded from all computations, unless otherwise specified.
The number of U entries fell sharply from 86 in #I to 6 in #II – a partial indication of
the success of the rules in clarifying the application of the other categories.
4. Since only the level, and not the category, of the decision enters into the measure, headlines where two or more decisions shared the highest level introduce no complication. The criterion of plurality rather than majority was adopted because, in many
of the headlines, no decision expressed a concurrence of a majority of the analysts.
5. There were no headlines whose highest decision level was 2 to 1. The highest decision level could not possibly have been 1, since there were 8 analysts, and only 5 categories available to them. That no headline was classified in the same way by no more
than 2 analysts is, however, an empirical result.
6. These results are somewhat higher than the average individual reliabilities (81%
and 91%), because the measure of overall reliability is based on the decision of maximum agreement for each headline, rather than on the decision in which the given
analyst concurred.
7. The definition of “political symbol” is elaborated in Appendix A, Document
No. 41, Experimental Division for the Study of Wartime Communications, Library of Congress,
p. 23. All such symbols in the sample were classified; but only 348 of the 500 headlines
contained any political symbols.
8. See Appendix B, Document No. 41, pp. 24–28.
9. Throughout this section, significance is measured by the t-test, .95 level.
10. This implies that “double coding” – classifying a presentation as both favorable
and unfavorable, with perhaps a weight of .5-frequency for each occurrence – is not
nearly as satisfactory in terms of reliability as requiring the analyst to determine which
of the two basic directions is dominant in that occurrence.
11. See Janis, I. L., and Fadner, R. H., Chapter VIII of this book.
12. The meaning-units are indicated by the following symbols: Axis, Balkans, British
Empire, Democracy, Germany, Great Britain, Hitler, Italy, Japan, Mexico, Near East,
Occupied Countries, Roosevelt, United States, U. S. Government Agencies, U. S. NonGovernment Agencies, U. S. Policies and Measures, U. S. S. R.
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13. In all correlations, zero-frequencies were eliminated.
14. Reported in Document No. 32, ibid., November 1, 1942. (Also in Public Opinion
Quarterly, 7:293–296, summer, 1943).
15. Both the size of the sample and the symbols classified closely approximated
those of the previously discussed studies.
16. The reliability of this operation in content analysis is reported in “The Differential
Use of Flexible and Rigid Procedures of Content Analysis,” by A. Geller, D. Kaplan and
H. D. Lasswell, Document No. 12, ibid., March 1, 1943. (Chapter VI of the present book).

