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LEVELS OF ANALYSIS IN MASS MEDIA DECISION-MAKING

A TAXONOMY AND RESEARCH STRATEGY

In the eighteen years since the publication of White's (S56) original
gatekeeper study, there has been an!increasing awarennss of the complexity
of decision-making in mass communication. The focun has shifted from a
molecular emphasis on individual psychology, as in white's study, to an
awareness of the importance of employing more molar levels of analysis.

For example, in a case stuéy of decision-making in television network news,
Bailey and Lichty wconclude tE;t, "The organization was the gatckeeper"

(4, p. 229). Even larger levels éf analysis are apparent in Gerbner's

use of the term "message system" (28) in DeFleur and Eali—Rakeach‘g (15)
"production subsystem" and in Donohue, Tichenor and Olien's "mass media
systems" (19). Despit~ tpe differences in approach of these researchers,
their common use of the word "system" serves to inde: é recognition of

the complexity of decisianamaking in the mass media. |

The usual definitior. of a system emphasizes the inter-relatedness
and inter-dependence among *he system components (35). Unfortunately, the
atility to engage in rescarch on a system and explain its beha“iarzis
negatively related to th: system's complexity. In order to make the
study of complex systems an intellectually trasﬁable task. it is

necessary to find some method of organizing the :Qmple%ity. The crucial

question, as formulated by McPhee, is "“. . . how to have our complexity
and analyze it too?" (40, p. 8). In searching for an organizing p:in:iplé
in media éecisiénémakinq processes, we may make use of Herbert Sinon's
observation that complexity is oftgn manifested inrrh- ferm af |

hiararchy (43, p. 87).
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A hierarchic system, as defined by Simon, is compcsed of sub-
systems organized in 'a hierarchial manner. McPhee expressed 3 similar

idea when he wrote that ". . . big systems are no longer treated as

primary units but as configurations of (lesser) primary units“ (40, p. 16).
Simon shows that while tg; concept of hie:é:cﬁic structure is abstracc

and general, hierarchic systems in such divéfse areas as chemistry,
history, bioloqy, and human symbol and social systems share ptoperties

in common. My purpose here is to employ the concept of hieraichic
structure in formulating a taxonomy of teseaffh areas in mass-media
vdécisian—making and to propose a strateqgy for incorporating different
levels of analysis into the design of research.

The taxonomy presented in the following pages explicitly utilizes
the concept of hierarchy by ordering the system levéis framnthe most
molar or societal level to the molecular or individual level of decision=-
making. At each of the eight levels in the hierarchy, extanf research
will be reviewed briefly to demonstrate the influence exerted at the

level of that particular subsystem. Thes taxonomy aims at being rela-

f tively:exhaustive or complete in specifying levels, but it is necessarily
incomplete in cataloging variables within each level.
The wedia dacision-making system is hierarchic not only in the
) sense that the unit of analysis increases in size as one ascends the
? hierarchy, and vice versa, but i< also hierarchic in the sense that
aegisians made at one level may influence or place constraints on
. decigsion-makers at the lower levels of the system. The levels higher

in the hierarchy constitute the environment -- or rather epvironm-nts --

in which media decizion-makors operate. This conceptualization dces

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



-3=

not ignore the fact that decision v its located at the lower levels may
. _ V = =
exercise influence at the more molir levels. For example, industries --
through their trade associations -- may attempt to influence .legislation
or rule-making by regulatory bodivs on issues affecting their interests.
Likewise, organizational sub-units may negotiate ahfeamenéa with firm
management and individuals may bargain with their immediate superiors.
Once decisions are made, however, the legisl: “ion, the rules, policies
or informal ayreements have the effect of influencing or constraining
behavior. The taxonomic structure is an explicit acknowledgement that
while decisions concerning media content are made by individual gate-
keepers acting in sequence and by interacting groups of gatekeepers in
an organizational setting, the porameters of the decision process and
the %ery Structure of the organization are shaped by influences operating
at more molar levéls, such as the industry in which the organization
b
apgratgs:*and at ‘e level of the society itself.

Befaré presenting the taxonomy, however, it is necessary to clarify
the concept of influence and its relationship to the levels of analysis
used in the taxcnomic stricture. Simon (48) uses tne term "hierarchy"
in two éi§tin§t ways == in the fcrmal sense denoted by an organizational
chart and iu the sense of an informal hierarchy such as the sociometric
mapping of interaction patterns. Both uses of the tgrm imply an i1fluence

process whether the influence resides in the formal superior=subordinate

relationship or in the less formal inter-influence process which accurs

among people who interact across time. The term “influence® must include
both kinds of hicrarchial relationships and their interaction.

As King (34) has shown, social influence is not reducible to such
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concepts as power or causation. He differcntiates between informational
social influence and normative social influence. Informational social
influence occurs when individuals accept infosmation from another as
evidence about reality in order to reduce their uncertainty.
“Informational social influence is influence which occurs when the
recipient uses the behavior of others to assist him in arriving at a
decision” (34, .. 27). In this form of influence, the source of the
information i. not concecived as consciouil. attempting to influence
behavior. In contrast, normat)vr social influence is usually the result
of conscious attempts Lo influs nce behavior, i.e., the source is attempt-
iny to influerce othars. "Normative social influence is influence which
occurs when th. receiver accepts influence in order to gain some desired
goal™ (34, p. 22). These two concepts provide further specification of
the ways in which simon uses the concept of hierarchy. Distinguishing
infc-mational from normati: social influence enables us to distinguish
influence which occurs between ievels of analysis from influences that
operate within levels. Informational social influence is typical of

i L]luences within levels, while normative social influence is character-
istic of influences which operate between levels of analysis. For
example, informational influence is apparent within the news industry
when ‘he television netwﬁrk news departments or newspaper editors use

the New York Times (13, 55, 4) as a guide tc which events are newsworthy.

Normat ve influenge is apparent between levels when the executives of
broadcast stations accept the edicts of the FCC at the s?sieﬁal level in

order to prescrve their licenses and livelihcod.



Levels of An;ly:i;ﬁinrﬂidja_pécisignfggking
.

Level 1: societal Level Influences

At this, the most molar level of analysia, one can agk: how doas
the I?Eiity define and constrain the ac;ivit;ss of its mass communica-
tién ingti;utians aﬁ;ispeeigliats?

Here, the most important questions pertain to the legal definitions
of the media in society and to the allocation of resources to the media.
In the legal realm, the power vulnerability of media industries -= gtheir
relative susceptibility to government influence -- aftects the elaborate-
ness and explicitness of the codes of these industries (16). The

importance of econcmics is demonstrated by what McCombs calls the

that the level of spending by consumers and advertisers is highly related
to some overall indicator of the economy such as the GNP. One implica-
tion of constancy is that since the amount of money allocated to the

media as a whole is fixed, media industries play a zero sum game: new

media industries succecd at the expense of the alderszaiag

Level 2: Industry Level or Interorganizational Relations
Here, the basic question becomes: how does the industry system in

which media organizations exits shape decision processes?

The term "industry system" is used here to mean both the set of
competing organizations (e.g., the three television networks) and the
relationship of these competing firms to other organizations (e.q.,
advertisers, program suppliers and affiliated stations).

The influence of competing firms on each other is demonstrated by
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D?din;ek and Pearce's (17) study of tronds in network telov.sion. Thelr
study shows that, iliiﬂ other cases of oligopolistic competition, program
diversity has decreased markedly over the history of the medium. In
addition, competing firms within the same industry tend to have similar
decision SE{UéﬁuEES and similar ways of doing business (29, 44, 40).

The importance of other orqanizations, aside from competitors, is
indicated by Gerbner's (28) institutional approach to decision-making and
by Hirsch's (29) use of the concept organization set: both focus atten-
tion on the importance of inter-organizational relationships. For example,
Turow found differences between firms which publish children's books for
the mass market and those which publish for the library market. Appa:ently.
these firm: have evolved different organizational structures as a result
of their relationship with different clients (librarians vs. buyers for
bookstores) even though the ultimate audience -- children -- is ostensibly
the same (51).

Fiﬁaliy. the technologies which industries share and the state of
that technology at any particular time has a projound effect on decision-
making patterns. Currently, technological changes in both the television
industry (7) and daily newspapers (2) are fomenting changes in organi-
zational behavior. In newspapers, computer technology is enabling a
greater centrali:zation of decision-making, while in television new video
technologys is changing decision-making patterns in the entire industry.

Level 3: Supra-Organizational Influenggs

= .

ince it has hecen estimated that two-thirds of. the news personnel

(741

in the country work for organizations tied to newspaper chains or broad-
-

cast groups or networks (33) it is important to ask: what are the
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constraints imposed on an orgasization's qatekaeepers by virtue of their
, ownership oy control by media conglomerates, broadcast chains or nowi-
paper groups? These constraints may pertain to policies which directly
affact media content 3% may be reluated to other organizational matters
such as personnel policies or pricing dicigigﬂ: {ad riégg)i

The widespread ownership and Eﬂ%ttﬁl of media organizations (;g_
3}, 2) paiqgi to the importance of the relationship between individual
organizatiors and higher-level decision units. The influence of supra-
organizational management may be restricted, as one case study of a
broadcast group demonstrated, larqgely to financial matters with a great
deal of latitude in other decisions delegated to local management (31).
Other studies (54) indicate that organizations controlled by the same
management structure purvey quite similar rontent or that significant
changes in content may be wrought when a chain acquires ownership of a
newspaper (51, 23). The existence and scope of supra-organigational
pelicies, or other kinds of participation in decision-mak_-ng, ire a
measure of the autonomy or discretion in decision-making: they define

the degrees of freedom of decision makers in local markets or communities.

Level 4: Community or Market Influences

The general question here focuses on the influence exerted on gate-

by the behavior of other media organizations within the market.

Organizational policy, for example, may be influenced by the fact

jewder structure. Likewise, the definitions of news held by lower level

. . .
quatekoopers may be affected by their inteqgration into the community ().

10



Attributes of the community such as market size affect how conflict is
handled by the press (19) and the frequancy of publlnhcf interforence ta

newsroom decisions (6). Other market variables affecting content include

such factors as the degree of competition among media organizations (50),
In addition, the content of the othcr media organizations in the.
market may be influential. Studies by Ruckalew (10) and Liehes” (36)

indicate that within a community the content of newspapers may influence

the content of radio noews and vice versa.

Level 5: Intra-Organieational Influences

At the level of the grqani:a;ian. the goneral gquestion asks how
gatekeepers' decisions are shaped by organizational variables? The
important sets of influences are organizational policy, organizational
sitructure and qoals, and the political process izthin :ﬁe organization.

Breed (4) was Féfh;p!;the first to point out the lmpﬂrtaﬁee of

policy in shaping gatekeepers' decisions. While he conceived policy as:

LI i

a negative influence on thé flow of information, %alicy is more gencrally
and usefully conceived (in light of such positive aspects of organiza-

tional policy as the use of background boxes in daily newspapers) as the

organization's attempt to define its "product."- !

_ . . 1
A second important set of influenc€s concerns how the orgapization
- T
is structured to accomplish its tasks -- how decision-making roles and

functionz are defined and how these decision-roles are coordinated by

higher=-level gatekcepers, theiarganization':@executifes, Warner. (55)- and

Epstein (22), for .cxample, have provided such descriptions of the ncws
departments in the TV'nesiarksi
A related question asks what are the goals or criterion variables

. ,

11
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on which the organization ansesacn {ta pctféﬁ\ﬁ;é in ecCOROMIC ways.
Por sxample, in television ocach network aspires to a thirty percent
auvdience share in each time period. The avdience=-share goa)l is instru-
mental in attaining a markat-share goal of thirty percent or one=third
of Cdﬁftiiliﬁq billings in network television. In t)jm :;n- industry,
non-economic qoil: Lﬂéludn ruch Aims as airing pr@qraﬁ‘ with “prestige”
and ¥looking first-class™ (9).
. Within the organization, debates over goals and Cﬂﬂﬁﬁtitlﬂ? for
scarce tasﬁu{e‘u == air time nr space in the paper, money, or pitiﬁnﬁ:l ==
' occurs ‘along departmental or sub=unit lines and figures prominently in
decisions concerning media cdntent. Blumler (5) and Burns (11 ')‘ have
described such cnnflict; in the BBC, and Sigal (47) found competivion
among the desks for page-one placement of stories in two les'ing .
Ai-riégn papers.  [Debates over goals and competition for resources is |
;uch a reqular and recurring feature of nrganazgtiana that Cyert and
March have cﬁatactﬁtiZEd organizations as political coalitions and the

=

executives as political brokers (14).

Level 6: Formal or Informal Group Influences
What a}e the influencws on media content which derive from the
interaction of gatekeepers in formal or informal groups?

Brown, for exaﬁple, has described the formal negotiation of a .
L1

network prime-time schedule by executives -from several network departments

(9). sSimilarly, Sigal analyzed the meetings of editors on two major
newspapers which are held to decide *he journalistically crucial matter
. of which stories will receive pageone play (47). In both cascs, media

L] .
vontent wag not doetermined simply by excoedtive Fiat bul was decided ia

the give-and-takc ot group discussion. -
- 12 * ‘ A
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"5!361; content is also influenced by less formalized interaction

‘o among groups of gatekeepers. Studies by Dunn (20) and Grey (26) of
“;%pégtaré who cover the same "beat," for ExamPIEQ have shown tha*t an.
.‘e i = 6 : . ?! i
F-- - inter-influence process leads to a simjlarity of news 3uﬂgment among :
! Lo : J . 2

4ze§b;tarsg Crouse, observing the same phenamenan on. the campaign t;a;l
: z.J

1 uses‘the egiéhgts "pack" or "herd jaurnallsm“ to describe what is other-
) . ' . ’ = . 5,
. 'Higi a élassiéﬁdepictiaﬁ of the process of creating social reality in’. ’

%

a group context (13). ' e ¢

£ *

=

Lavel 7 The Influence of Dyaﬂlc Cammunicat;cn 7 .

=

. C Wﬁat are the influences,an gatekeepers‘ decisian;ﬁaking which are

-attributable to face-to-face contact with other individuals? o o

~..Tuchman,- for e%amplé, found that the substancélpf the on-camera
- canversaﬁian between the talk show host and his‘éuest stars is négatiatea
® .

Fo_x

'1n a pre-Lnterv;ew between the guest star and a member of the’ television

=
o

talkésh:m staff (52). : e ' o

h Qne important source of influéncé pﬁ ﬁedia caﬁtent’at the level of -

the. dyad is the relatienshlp between repgrters and their news gsources.
i“ i 3 g"

. Studies by Ch;bnall (12), G;eber (27), and Dunn (ED) aemsnstrate “the impact

i

+ bf this form cf’interactian on newspaper content.

/

-~ Lgielias’ ;ngga:;p&;vidual or ngnitive Level : : . '? ‘ i

Haw da indiv;dual gatekéepers make deeisians cancerning mad;a

unnﬁiﬂt? Whaﬁ g:e the cfite:i; or éimensians of choice Hhiﬁh gatekegpers
- _— '
uie ta avaluate pa%ent;al media content (e.g., “pilat“ pragram; or news T

L)

copy) . If more than a aiﬂgle-éimengiap is involved, the ‘question of the

.-“ H

decision models used ‘to c@mhina ar]yeight the dimensions is ralevant.
. : ) .. : N ’ }, . 7 A . : .
_In addition, 1% is important to asy whether the dimensions of choice and

13
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;tha dac;sian models emplnyed by gatekeepers vary from siLuatian to

situation and how they change over time. Studies by White (56), Snider
(49). and Flegel and Chaffee (24) have documented the iﬁpartaﬂsa af
individual criteria in media decis;cn—maklng. , , *

The eight levels of analysis which comprise the taianamy are quite

=]

ggna:al—ithey-apply to the media decision system as a whﬁle. The taxi

onomy should not be construed to mean that iﬂfluence will aperate both

within and betﬁeen 1evels in all meﬂ;a dgclsian situatians. The ques-
%;an of determining which 1evels are influeneing aeéisiﬁn—ﬁskipg will
be addressed in later sections of the paper. Since treating both’
normative and Lnfarmatignal ;nfluence is baygnd the scape of this pgéér.
the fallgwing ‘pages will be devoted, in ;arge Part to ngrmative social
infauence; ! “

Befnre_praceéding, however, it should be noted that the taxonomy

‘mighﬁ be usefulféSva method of indi:atiﬂg'the extent of our knawledgé

of media éee{sicnémakiﬁg. If a matrix were constructed in which the

€ =

analys;s,:the gxgant research llteraturg could be classifleé

.

acdcordingly. The empty cells and those containing small numbers &f -
studies would indicate the gaps in our knowledge and pzﬁvidé a guide

- for further research.

=,

-

The Practicability gf;gg;;;-ﬂg%a; ngearéh'

1=

- One major implicacian 5f the tgx@n@mi;vstructu;e presented in the

1 thétiéinée influenégs on degisian-ﬁéking maf aperatgf

pxiseding pageg |
. g LY = o ou ‘
at several ' different levels'af analysis, it _is, impartant ta combine ' -

agvgral 1evals in the design of research. Thi; ‘seems’ to ba thg legsan

",

‘of Argyril 8 (1) attempt to imprave the af:eativanega of a daily metrﬁ-

L%
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palitan-nawsgaéer; One possible reason for the failure of Argyris's
intervention is his focus on a single leval of analysls=-thé 1nte:pe¥5ﬂnal
lgvel_ As Lorsch and Morse (37) have emp;rlcally demonstrated raccaunt;ng , -
for the effectlveness of an organization requires measurement of varlables

at th:ee 1evelsii£hé environment in which the crganigaticn functicns, the
members of the organization and the organization itself. Thus, Aréygis;é

intervention attempt may have failed because it was confined to a gingle

§
| levél af‘analysisi ’

The’idea;:hawever,'that social research may be.ccﬁéﬁcted at several

levels of analysis'is not universally accepted._ Galtung's (25) typology

of levels of analysis, if accepted, would severely restrict the ability
to conduct mul;i-levél research. Teo Galtung, the basis of sgéiéi ?esea;ch .
'is face;tg—faee,intéréctian and the-inﬂividual is ﬁhe basic unit from
- which larger unité af'ér l is are formgd. He defines a typalagy ¢§n;i5t=
. ing of 3‘1gg§1§§5 primary, secondary anﬂatastiary cgllegtivitiesi The
primary callect1v1ty is exempllf;ed by ££e group in which all iﬂdividualsg
v ‘or elements are strongly can;egted, Secondary cgllégtlvlt;as or syét&ms
Fée cémgasedv?f elements which aré canneétea; but only weakly connected.
‘;he ;eftigrf level is ecmgcsed of catéga:ies (e.g., Perséns'éf thé same
age)'in’which the eleméhts are unrelated. The strangth of the relat;ane
ship among the elements decllnes ;n Etrength as one moves from the primary
§hraugh the tertlary levels. Galtung‘argues that once one reaches the |
tertiary level there is no interactian'acﬂurring and, hence, no
’ possibility of forming meaningful units_beyana the seéandgry callgcti?it;egé
- Galtuﬁg provides no rationale ar.justifisatiéng howeve¥, for the a

priori choice of the “group," "system” and "category" as the elements of

the typology. Further, no rationale or empirical evidencc is adduced to -
. 15
Y z
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justify the assertion that the relationships between elements necessarily

weaken atithe system level and disappear entirely at the level 6f the

category. Beyond painﬁing out these deficiencies, little else can be

. said concerning these aspects gf!Galtung's typology: unstated arguments

are peculia:iy invu;nerable't@_criticisma

It is pessible, however, to shrw that Galtung's central assumption--
the necessity for face-to-face contact--is unduly and unnecessarily
;gstéiéti%eg‘:lﬂfluence! the core c@néept in the taxonomic structure pre-
sented eériiér; can cccu? despite the iagk of face-to-face contact between
éecisianimake:si Both normative and informational social inflﬁence may
take place in the absence of actual interaction. Broadcast station
managers cagfa:m'ta FCC rules without every speéking to a single_msﬁbé: of

the Commission and the New York Times exercises its influence on the news

judgments of far more gatekeepers than even the Times large staff could
possibly e . ter face-to-face. In light of these considerations,
Galtung's attempt to restrict research to the micro-levels'does not seém

to be a serious impediment to conducting research on media decision-

making at more molar levels.

nfluence ’
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The argument that gatekeepiﬂgvbehaviér should be studied aé sgveral
1evg13 of analysis is Gulne:able. however, to the eauﬁte:—argumentithat
pr@lifegating leve%s of analysis in a single research design leads us
back in the direction aflgg:e complexity than is analyt;aglly ;:éctgbla.
The taxonomic structure arganiées and stratifies the egmpléxity but does
nﬁti in itself, make the analytic task appreciably mnré ménagéable. What -

I required is the ﬁbllitysgn disténquish butween thosc ihstancen whore

0 ' /

Frada b .:‘
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gavnrnmant influenca becauaa :tgtianl ‘Are 1iéani|d by the Ecc.

' more molar levels of analysis are el ant from those in which the

influence exerted higher in the system is not a factor. 1In other %ﬁrés;
it is necessary to pose the question of whether normative social
influence éPE§§tE§ to constrain decision-making in a particular situatiaﬁ}ag

The fact that this question has rot been ;ansistently raised: is

clearly demonstrated by research conducted by one school of Qrgagiggtianéiif
theory. Hirsch (30) criticized this research tradition for taki;g the
small group as the unit of analysis and treating the organization as a
more or less unrelated set of decision-making graups unconnected to éaeh
other, to the Drganisatig, al hie archy, or to the arganlsatlcn s environ-
ment, vﬂhile. as Simon (48) 'shows, departmental boundaries "insulate”
groups ff@m each other, these groups are natltatally independent. In news
organizations, f@f_gxémple, normative sagiallinfluénee in the farm'aij;:
_the news p@licyfggnstrains deeisiansmaking anﬂg@liéysr§latéé‘Etgriés ﬁu;
~does not exercise a similar effect on Ealibyiirrelevéﬁt ;ews items. oOn
: ﬁanépaiigy related stories what Cyert énd,narch (14) have Ealled-lécal _

£

ratianalit§ p:evaiiSEQan organizational subﬁunitlis left aléné_ta accom-
plish its task. ¥For examplé, on daily newspapers each subsﬁﬁit such . as
the national or city desk fills its own "news hole" (page nné and p@liéy-
rclated stories gxcepted)‘withcut :efér&nc& ta the efgénigatiaﬁal hierarchy.
At the societal level, the d;fferent;al exercise of na:mat;ve saexa;
iﬁfiuence by the society on industry systems can be aemnnstrated by con- :
trasting the newspgper industry and broadcasting. As an Lndugtry,enaWSs
pgpegé_arg insulated from éave:ﬂmgnt eentralvggithe Firstﬂamendmgnt,

Détansib}yjzbrﬂadgasting is also prétacteﬁ from censorship by the Commun=-

ieatiﬂn; Act of 1934. Hawever, tha b:aadea;t inéustry is auaeapttble to

u 1?7 '_




This susceptibility has been demonstrated by research on the news depart-

mants of the television networks. Warner found Ehét;ane major responsi-

" bility of the executives in shaﬁge of network news'is to worry about the

PCC (55). . Purther, in Lowry's study of network évening newscasts before

and after Agnews's speech attacking the networks, the data show changes

-in the way events.were reported. lﬂﬁry‘eangluéeé that while gavernment

officials may have no de jure control af TV network news, they may in

reality exercise considerable influence (38). Newspapers, on the che:
hand, are not generally susceptible to the same p:eséures- Bagdikian
reports =hat the government agencies which callegt_ahd report statistics

on all industries do not do so.for newspapers because they consider the

' - medium "uﬁtaughahle“ (2). The evidence indicates that at the sozietal

level of ihfiuende'(éxeept on the economic, dimeﬁsinn) newspapers are not

susceptible to ;nfluence Hﬁile thé hragéegst iﬂdustsy is highly suscgpti—

#
ble to such influences. Dccas;anal government' influénces on ﬂEHEg?‘ErE

such as the Failing Néwspaper Act and John Kennedy's successful attempt

ta influenc ghe New York Times in the Bay of Pigs fiasco a%e well-

—_——

known ExEEFtiDﬂS whieh seem ta gfave the general rule.

. “oLevels of Analy;is* AE_Réséirah Strategy

Taken t@gether._thevtaxanamiﬂ structure and the question or normative
social influenge implies that.research designs should be capable, if
naca:iary, a: incorporating or taking intu aeaaunt different levels of

aﬁalyiiq. 'In'attempting to decide in = t:ti:ular research situati

the niagq:ity af multipleﬁlgvel designs (i.e., d-tarmining whether norma-

P =

tivi or bqtuuin—lavgl iﬂfluanee 1: operating) th- fallawing pracadu:a

might be fﬁllnﬁad; For each pair of adjacent levels in the higngehy it

9
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can be asked Hhethé: normative influence operates between levels in such
a way that decision-making at the lower level is_constrained. Thisiis ag.” .
angi}ieal question which must be answered on the basis of p:igr informa-

the research question:and nataan a priori grounds. .If prior information
is absent or insufficient, then the question should beiincafparated into
':ﬁg research design.
To oversimplify ;@mguh;t, for each pair of adjacent lnée;s in the
‘hie:archy the answer to the question of whether between-level influence
operates might be “yés.“ *no," or “no information.". An affi:maé;ve
answer to the question indicates that the research design and the associ-
ate§ measurément techniques must be constructed to map the flow of
influence between levels. The ev;densg of goverrmental infiuence on the
broadcast industry, for example, even in areas such as news ﬁherebit‘hés_
no légitiﬁite regulatory power indicates that research in broadcast éésign,
” mkinq should be designed on the strong pessibility ef the penetration of
:inifluence across several le-.1s of analysis. In contrast, Biqee the
- effect af gavernmentﬂl influance on ggtgkeepiné ig newspapars is statis-
.ti:allgirafe, the aasietalzané industry system level can be considered so
néarly independent that réaearch efforts ;aeking tg‘map between leval i
influance might be better diractad tswa:d pairs of adjacent levels lower .
in the hie:grﬁhy.v
In ghe ca:asin which‘na inférmatian is availabia eanearniné bétweéﬁi‘

level influence or wharg the availabla :g}dnnci ‘is acantyﬁ the research

N r

ltrltiqy hican-q mere prébiamatic. What io rggu;rgd 1:_1 method which

A .
enables the gnghxgt ta,engggelin an active search for between-level

“influences. UiFgrtunataly. the social science literature rglcwané to

B
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such mathods is quite EP;ESE_ One obvious reason for the lack of
Tﬁlﬂ!:ﬁh‘ﬂgsigni axplicitly formulated to deal with mu;tipie levels nf_
analysis is that the social science discipliues have factored the study
. of huiin behavior into its component levels. Particular levels of
analysis are associated with spgeific social .cience disciplines--the
cognitive or individual ievel with psychology, dyads and groups ﬁﬁth‘
;aeigl psychology and the organizational and sacietal level with socio-
logy and anthfgpelagyi Turther, as Paislev (43) has pointed out,
pgfticﬁlar levels or di:zciplires are’associated with specific methcds.
Giéen the fact tha* :.ter-disciplinary research is still rare, the
divisi@n of labor ir sozial research has no éaubt inhibited the ;grmulaﬁ
tion of éanhﬁdh fer deating with multiple levels of analysis. However,

Al

3 begihning has bern made by Przeworski and Teune (JS)Gin the arearaf .
céﬁperative politics and by Ri:ﬁards (46) iﬁrhis wﬁrk;ah communication
networks. Their work ﬁ;avideé a basis for auggesﬁing a séfatégy for
research in media decision-making. |

Tne design logic which seems most appropriate for dealing with-

sauices of influence at different levels of gnalysis lies in the diff§§ence
betwean two anglytié paradigms which Przeworski and Teune contrast as a-
“maétsgimilar_systems“ design and a "most difficult systems" design. The
former design is baéad on the beliaf that“the "hast" samples are Eampgigé
of systems which are similar on as many attributes as‘pa:gibla.\ Thél

#

design iﬁgie of the "most similar systems” paradigm is that attributes

iy

betwesn gystems aro viewed as being potential explanations. If salient
: K

differences between asystems emerge from research on similar iyiéqmi; then
. the numbor of factors associated with these differences will be small--

Q : . Eg()
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j!ill snough to justify explanations in terms of ‘se differences. Both
paradigme can deal with variables at different levels of analysis, but
the important diffe:eneg is that the "most similar systems” design requires.
an assumption, prior to the research, concerning the system level at which
the important influences operate. Once the measurement is carried aut.3
alterﬁat;ve levels cannot be considered. )
y In contrast, the "most different systems™ paradigm does not require
an assumption as to which level is most influential but, instead, seeks
‘to answer this question empirically. The ;nagt different systems" design
. begins by measuring behavior at the most molecular level which is feasible.
Generally, this is at the individual level but the measurement could be
peffﬁrmed at the level of decision-making groups, éfganisatiaﬂii or at
other levels indicated by the research question. 1Ins :ad of al:gming that
influences stem from more molar levels of analysis, the analysis proceeds
Ba ﬁhe fgmilig:;éssumpnian that a Papu;gtian is homogeneous with respect
i -‘te the relationship between an indepgndent and a dependent varigbli at the

; ;gvel _at which behavior is actually measured.

’ Ehisigraceéure requires that data are collected at some micro-level.
and the goal is to determine whether Sélgtianihipi are constrained by

influences aperating at more. mlafilaﬁli- "’AI Richards (46) points out,

- {uhilé_it is possible to make inferences about malgfﬂlevgli by aggregating o
| data obtained at more molecular levels, it is not possible to infer what
aceﬁéi at lower levels from datg collected énly at the higher IGVili. : .
-J, e inllylt would be making inferences lbauh r:;ntian;hipl or prapgrtigs
.‘t a lower level f:an data describing highnr-lqvwl rgllgianlhip- or
properties. Przeworski and Touné (45) make the same point in a different

way-=they show how various forms of the ecological fallacy might be
, A '

Qo S v 21




* ~19=

committed if data describing a higher level are used to make inferences
concerning levels lower in the system.: |

Suppose, for purposes of illustration, that a researcher is interested
in Eﬁcrrnlgtignihip of journalist's level of professionalism and the !
degree of their conformity to organizational news policy. In this eéja.
it is pasg}ble to measure these variables at the individual level. ‘
. ) B '
‘Presume that a sampling scheme is devised to select from as many different
sub-populations of news industry as possible and that the requisite
measurements are perfrmed. If a relationship does exist, the next
question concarns whether the relationship is the same for all sub-
populations. If the answer to this question is positive, it is possible
to form a single general statement of the relationship within the population.
As Przeworski-and Teune state, -

To the extent that identifying the social system

o {level of analysis) does not help predict

individual characteristics, systemic factors are

not important. The total population is homo-

geneous, and further research is not distinct

from investigations customarily conducted within

a single social system [level of analysis). The

analysis can proceed at the lave}) of individual

characteristics without resorting to any system- . .

level variables. (45:40)
Howaver, if the ralatiénship varies ‘across sub-populations of jourpalists,
then the level of analysis is shifted upward. If, for example, the rela-

. ’ r ‘ '
tionship between professionalism and conformity to policy varies when
individual data are aggregated by types of journalistic roles, the level
of analysis might be shifted to the organisation by aggregating the measures
of 1nd1v}éugli across typé; of organizations. 1If differsnces are still

apparent, comparisons of the measurces of individual professionalism and

conformity might be aygregatod according to whethor they were employed by

22




organisations owned by chains or groups. If differences continue to hold
at the next level of analysis--the industry level--it is clear that
influences emanating from the most molar or societal level are operating.
In this hypothetical éxa:plig influences operating between lsvals result
in the relationship between professionalism and conformity to news policy
being different for broadcast and print journalists.

It is clear that in the case of many research questions, considera-
tign of possible normative influences on media decision-making will add
appreciably to the complexity of the research task especially in th@:e
cases in which prior informution indicates that normative influence

‘gpargtis or when no prior information is available énneerning the levels
atswhich influence operates. This paper has argued, however, that the

‘

additional effort is necessary to adequately describe gndgixplgin decision-

making in the mass media.
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