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Communication policy research has been defined as a

“response to the policy maker's increasing need for factual

information in an environment of accelerating technological change.
This definition presumed that the social Tesearcher provided the
policy maker with such information. Enough examples cf contradition
between research findings and policy statements exist to suggest that
this definition is a somewhat idealized conceptiun. While a direct
linkage betweep policy résearch and policy making has been of ten.
obscured, it was projected that an indirect linkage will begin to
emerge in the future, especially for research focusing on ,new - <o
technology. Sinca the design of communication S5ystems utilizing new
technology has become an integral part of the research, ‘the social
researcher has become involved not only in studying communication
behavior, but also in the design of communicaticn systems. (HAB)
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in communication, such as the two-way capability of cable television, that
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Analyzing‘the process of knowlepge transfer from communication researchers

to policymakers is at best a difficult assignment. " To begin with, the process
itself has not been-the subject of systematic study, so it has an air of ambiguity

and mystery. The process involves extremely complex issues which are presumably

borrowing from an equally complex body of knowledge making it difficult fo point

directly to an: correspondence between the two. Consequently, there is tremendous
diversity of opinion regarding how=well, if at all, the transfer takes place. If
there is any agreement at all, it is that poli;ymakers need ﬁ;re information on which
to base their decisions and that the transfer should take place. What follows are
some suggestions as to how this transfer may ;cake place from the poM view of

a social researcher involved in the impact of telecommunications technology

’

research, in particular the National Science Foundation funded two-way cable

television experiment being conducted in Rockford, Illinodis. A good place to begin ¥

-
.

is with a definition of terms and key issues.

Pool (1974) defines the emerging field of communications policy research
3 N b )
as "normative research about alternative ways of organizing and structuring

: L

society's communication system."l Such research has gained popularity because
o the mneed of the policymaker to have more hard facts on which to base policy

decisions in an environment of accelerating technological change. The rise of
L4 . ’
communicativas policy research is directly related to technological developments

contribute to an experience, gap for the policymaker, creating the need for the ¢

~

cemr inications policy reseerch. Because of this critical link to technology,

¢ mmunications policy research almost :lways - contains some major technological

3
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it is by no means the only part. Because of the complex}%y of considering

. ;
)
Wnile technology is an -important part of cormumrications policy research,

A

Geveloping policy for an entire cormmunications system, a multidisciplinary approach
: I

is mandatory. EIngineers, for example, are able to handle the technical aspects

~

of the communication hardware, but they are not able to develop the apprcpriate
regulatory modeis or assess the iffpact on hurian behavior. Accordingly,
. cormunications policy research requires engineers, legal scholars, and behavioral

scienticts all working together. In order to do this, each discipline must becomé

*

familiar with the others. This requires the engineer; for example, to become i

familiar with the legal considerations and 'behavioral science implications involved

¢ r

in cormunication technology. The behavioral scientist, in similar fashion, must
M 1

;- ' .
become conversant with the engineering terminology surrounding communication

technology as well as the legal and regulatory iﬁplications.‘ Perhaps the*ideal

S

communication policy researcher would have an undergraduate degree in electrical
Ll

engineering, a law degree, and a doctoral degree in behavioral science mass

[ \* .

communications.

Presumably -hen, the behavioral scientist with the engineering and legal
v [l
}

backgrourd is ready to go to work to provide policymakers with the hard facts

»

they need to cepe with developirng <ommunication technology. There are, however, !

enough examplec of contradiction between such research findings and subsequent

- .

5 policy statem=nts to suggest that this'is a somewhat idealized concéeption. Accord-

o 4 e s . . .
75) tHe "difficulty of interdisciplinary communication 1s a small<
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+hing compared to the di.€iculty of communicatiorn between the research community

* At
. 2 cr s .
and policvmakers."  An ofteq@c1tec example of this is the apparent lack of
. - R JV‘
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"Richard wiley (1875) describes the problen oft:z//ound in governmenk gbéearch as

/

“
~

"'studies which gather dusf,rather than agency adership, and which bfing

and the practically-oriented ‘policymaker.

The social researcher and policymakey have quite different career reward systems.

The social researcher ;ives in a wagrld requiring a Ph.D. to e?ter. The measure

of career performance for the socjial researcher is largely in the quantity and

qualizy of academic Publication7. The policymaker, on the other hand, haé as the

measure of' career perfoéménce & ability to solve problems in a complex ,
‘ orgénizatisnal structure. Thé social researcher has as a main objective the

[N Y

advancement of knowledge, whgreas the polic aker's main objective is to solve .
ge, I ym B -

practical operational problems.

The social researcherf and policymaker, qpnsequéntly, have very different time

orientations. The socialf researcher T8 willing to devote an entire career to

-

the studying of a single/ problem, whercas the rolicymaker must respond to a problem

in a much more constnaiped time horizon. The social researcher is content to
\ ‘ ,

whereas the policymaker may he stretching to measure time in

/

measure time in yearsK
o’

weeks or ‘months. The [social researchzr simply does not have to work under the

same time pressure as oes the policymaker. This of course contributes to the gap

he| two. Policymakers chide social researchers for not being

that exists -between
: !

<

practical becdause *hey want to study the problem‘beyoni the derands of the current

circumstance; and T seathers chide policymakers for, lacking sufficient discipline

in their decision-m Réng\to accomodate properly done research findings.'
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Suggestions for bridging this policyma-er sccial researcher gap-usually

involve a call for more communication between the jwo groups. Often involved is

’

a suggestion that the social researcher attempt to make his research more relevznt

>

b
to the policymaker. As Chairman Wiley (1975) lists the broad criteria for the,

-

evaluation of research proposals by the FCCie

B! Is the proposal appropriate for research?

2. Does it deal with matters of substantial and timely importance to
agency policy-making?

3. Are the anticipated results likely to assist the Commission in
decision-making? . ¢ .

While these criteria certainly focus any policy research funded by the FCC to
+he needs of the agency, they imply policymaker control of the research agenda.

Social research controlled by the particular funding agency would naturally

E
f

’ tend to serve That agency. Given federal bureaucracies with an interest in

~ A\
dev~loping public policy, it would follow that such Pesearch would tend to

promote coﬁfinued public’ policy development, whether the policy is responding to

identified societal needs or not. Turning over control of the research agenda

to the polié&maker‘would reduce the role of social research in the public policy.—

decision process to that of a management tool ih mych the same way ¢ marketing
research has become a tool in the corporate decision process. Those social’ / !

» (]

researchers committed to the values of ‘academe would find such practical research )

less than satisfying despite the lure of generous government funding.

y .
* Al

1f the social researcher could set the research agenda the focus would

» prolaiiv not be on, Barticular public policy ic-ues, but rather on-.basic research
b ¥ .

¢

to boifor understand the reievant social communication processes. Communication

|
| ,
! olicy issues' would be considered only as they relate to the understanding of the

‘g

]

. . . ! - . T .
basic communication procese, and would allow for the conclusion that no policy

Toa A‘IS
)

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
v




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

AN s s 5 s
impracticality on the part of the social researcher.

-

‘development is necessary.

.

This of course regenerates the policymakers charge of .

Perhaps a compromise ‘is

possiblgi~but the gap +iT] exists making a direct transfer of knowledge claimed
by the social researcher to the policy making process at best obscure.
This aoes not mean that the transfer of knowledge to the policy making process
. £

will always be so. If basic research in such areas as the impact cf tele-

cormunications te¢hnology is supported at a level to allow for actual field

experimentation, then an indirect transfer of commurnications research knewledge to

the policy making process will begin to emérge. An excellent example of the kind

of rsearch support reduired is the two-way cable television experiments funded by

the National Science Foundation. Given the imitial charge to design experiments

demonstrating the utility of two-way cable television technology in social service

delivery and urban administration applications, research teams such as the one

assembled at Michigan State University began work desdgﬁing potential future

communication systems. After spending many months on-site studying the relevant _

communication processes in the. Rockford community, and considering the potential

of the available interactive cable techng}ogy, several applications were designed

from the unique perspective of the social researcher. The proposed applications

by the Project Manager Thomas Baldwin (1975) included in-service fire-

fighter training desigr.2d to reduce the life hazard and property camage, @ cable

e

informat ion <.d-referral service to provide muqé needed access to social service

diagnosiseof developmental delays in children at a younger.age |

- .

inforzation,

P .
increacing tne ghance for successful remediation, several legal communication

ourt efficiency and reduce backlogs, and science

applicatsons designed to promote C

education +eleconferencing designed to promote more efficientfuse of existing

o4
edura .ional facilit‘es.”

| 6 SRRt i

Thne interesting characteristic of this research is that
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the design of the communications svstem is an integral part of the research,
+hat the social researcher becomes not only involved in studying communication
behavior, but also is able to apply the results of the study inm the design of the

cormunications’'system.

” .
This type of research is unmistakably teleological, that is the social N
»
researcher is in effect designing the shape of the future. The social researcher

- -

)
is not only studying communication behavior, but also has the opportunity to apply
his understanding of the underlying communication processes to aétually,deSign a -
communication system. It is this opportunity to“design the communication system

that provides the'social researcher the opportunity to indirectly transfer social
research knowledge to the policy making process.

s .
Yerely designing and implementing a new communication system is not enough

-
*

to affect the policymaker. The resulting research report, no matter how well

.

written, is still subject to the problem common to most communications policy

' . o
research reports, that is gathering dust rather than readership. The real purpose

" -

e comprehensive reports is to satisfy the academic co—munity and can not be

’ ’ i
cxpected to gain significant readership among the policymakers. The ultimate test

of th

is co~munity acceptance of the communication system. If after the completion of

the design and .exrerimertal phases of the vesearch project, the communication ”
r .

system is continued in use by members of the cormunity for which the system was ' .
—-—— ’ D .
/ _ . . S /fT‘
designed, ilwen-even in the most practical terms the research would, be judged ajﬂ;/ P
7

i —m

success., If that community demands continued use of the system, then their
advocarv would cer+tzinly facilitate policymaker consideration of research findings
beyond the dusty confines of the research rep.rt. If on the other hand, the

communication system is unable to generate community Support at the end of the '
[N

H
-~ .

experirental perind, then the rasearch along ,with any relited policy implications

,
>,

would have to be considergd as unsuccessful.

(A




To realize this kind of indirect transfer of knowledge “rom the social

-

resedrcher to the policymaker it is’necessary for the social researcher to design

systems that are economically viable in the eyes of the’ particular community.

In addition

.

This places considerable responsibility with the social researcher,
to demonstrating the utility of communications technology in a particular

application, it is necessary to demonstrate the overall potential for economic

support of the additional technology. This is especially difficult when the initial

demonstration applications are in the realm of public service which imply public

1

funding that may or may not be forthcoming. Also, if the technology can support
y .

additional applications, then the total.cost of the system can be shared, thereby

i

reducing the cost for any single application. It is.in recognition of this

responsibilit§ that the MSU research team has actively sought to develop additional,

applications for the interactive cable-technology in the Rockford community,
- .

including aopllcat1ons which have the potential for commercial support. Among

-

commercial applications include the obvious pay—telev151on marketing and advertlslng

research applicatigns, and in-home shopping and banking applicationsh' in’ addition

to working with members of the social service and governmént establishment in the

Rockford community to develop applications under NSF auspices,

* -

the research team is

cons1der1ng applications in the comnerc1al area as well. The research team has , -
< . .

»
]

manufacturers, financial 1nst1tut1ons and

4

2lop cormercial applications to

contacted commergial research agencies,
\

various«marketing organjzations in crder to devy

demonstrate’ the ultimate economic support of the communications system.

This potential £&r an indirect transfer of knowledge between‘xhe social re-

searcher! and p011cjnaker suggasts a new role for social research other than merely

’ 3

churnizg out research reuorts that_cohsider various policy issues at the request of

the pollcynaPers the-selves. This emerging role is the creative potential of the

social. rt_»ercher to aDply the Plfwlcdgb “irectly in designing and demonstrating

utility of new technology communication systems. This +ind of communication
*

"~
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research effort reguires considerable confidence on the part of the policymaker ,

in the social researcher. It requires that the research agenda remain in the
7 7
hands of the spcial researcher s. that basic research is the priority, and that
: ; X i - .

funding levels are at a su%ficiently high level to allow for the necessary field

. P 2
exXperimentation. . . —
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