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governing the movement of taboos in social change situations. Taboos
are defined as laws, norms, or personal beliefs specifying situations

- which behaviors or topies should not be performed-and/or-communicated
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Linear Force Aggregation Theory, The paper demonstrates how the applica-
tion of this thédoty to taboos provides a theoretic rationale for the
recommendations and methods, offered by other researchers, for the
removal of taboos. The paper also specifies how mass media anti-taboo

. campaigns can overcome the barriers which some media researchers believe

serve to mitigate media effects, Hypotheses testing the role of the

) media in gampaigns designed to reduce taboos are offered.
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THE MOVEMENT OF_TABOOS;I A MESSAGE-ORIENTED APPROACH

’ . INTRODUCTION

Taboos can protect but can also destroy. :They can help maintain a

A

society's stability or can break down its social fabric. * When backward-
or1ented they retard soc1al ‘change and development as well as 1nd1v1dual

growth and psychologlcal comfort Given the need'for often rapid changes in

-

(é—g ’ procreatlve) behav1or$, att1tudes and values, an understandlng of this

1

1mped1ment has much practlcal utlllty An attempt will be made here to come

to grlps w1th taboos 80 that ultlmately control over them will be. posslble

" The . perspectlve taken will be communlcatlon-orlented as it 1s assumed that

(1) messages move minds and (2) through communlcatlon, “taboos are eliminated -
and change made poss1ble . Further, emphasis w1ll be on mass communlcatlons

because such media offer rapid and efficient access -to soc1et1es and the1r

<~ e . . e e i e e+ 4

peoples.“
ThlS paper w1ll prov1de a frameWork for the concept by defining it
and- offerlng a typology of situations involving it. _Follow1ng this general.

P

or1entatlon, emphas1s will be placed on social change situations in which ©

taboos are present. _Methods of'dealing-nith societal taboos will be discussed

and analyzed, with the role of the media .in this. process exanuned Based on’ -
the perspectlve developed throughout the paper, predlctlons about the rela-
tlonshlp between taboos, messages, and attitudinal and behavioral changes

w1ll be offered
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DEFINITION OF THE CONCEPT

: Definitions not” only set boundaries delineating concents but also
'serve as gu1delines suggesting operationalizations and relationships with
other concepts What one looks for, and how one goes about looking for it,
is at least(somewhat determined by.the congept's constitutive definition.

Given this dual function, one's selection or developmerit of a concept's

X definition is an extrcmely important task in the rcsearch process.
- . ~

. 4 Earlier formulations of taboo were found to be either reflections
of di ferent disc1plines @timulating non-communication-oriented research or

too narrow in scope, eliminating much of what‘might be conuidered taboo;
| ' Freud's statement (l913/1946) that taboos are prohibitions “for
which there exists a strong inciination in the unconscious" (p. 44) is
indicative of his interest in man's psychological states. The definition
_;pushes one_to think about drives and. des1resiwhich either have been_repressed, ﬁ-,i__ﬁgi__
: sublimated or otherwise manipulated within one's psyche. While Freid often
. talks about societal_taboos; his-unit of analysis clearly is the individual;
" Further, given the unconscious ambivalence toward taboo behaviors, ascertain- .
'j ing valid responses from individuals would seem to reduire aisubstantial
period of time and effort—something akin to therapeutic sessions. While
this researcher believes that the ambivalence argument is at least an
interesting one, the overall perspective does not lend-itself well to
soc1etal change situations “
More behaViorally—oriented Hutton Webster s definition of taboo

as a "spec1fic series of thou—shalt-nots . . . which, when violated, roduce

automatically in the offender a state of ritual ,disability - "taboo sickness" -
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oniy relieved, when relief is possible, by a ceremony of purification"
(WebSter;;1942 pPp. vii-viii). Here, results of such transgress1ons are
observable~-one gets hurt, ill, dies or offers repentance. While the term e
ceremony of purification” seems out of place in today's society, it. .can be
interpreted to refer to apologies e.g., "Oh, excuse me! I didn't mean to
offend’you. I assure you it won't happen again'" However, the types of- dis—
abilities (occurrlng in primitive societies) covered by Webster ‘do not seem “
applicable today, embarrassnent is probably the modal reaction upon reali-
zation that one has committed (or is caught committing) such a faux pax. In
short while Webster's definition fits well when looking at norms in primitive

societies, it is less useful when related to cod1f1ed laws and to more devel—

| -foped, rational, knowledge-oriented cultures.

An approach that explicitly deals with communication is offered by

Rogersb(1973). He defines tahoo communication as "that category of message

transfer in which the messages are perceived as extremely private and personal
in nature" (p. 62). While the focus is on the transfer of messages, the
thrust of research.determining taboo situations would deal with.internal
cognitive and affect states of the source and the receiver Thus, the cri-
terion for taboo is not what is done or not done but how the participants feel
about . the discussion of certain topics. This leads directly to the first
limitation of this definition. Rogers' spec1fication that "it is the per-
ceptions of the source and receiver which determine whether a message is taboo
or not" (p. 62) 1mplies congruence of beliefs and attltu des as a necessary
condition for the existence of tahoos. This not only excludes situations
where only the source or receiver perceives the message as private but also:

raises the issue of what "agreement" equals. The second shortcoming"deals ==



u
w1th Rogers’ dellberdte restriction to only communlcatlve taboos, thus 1gnor1ng

behaviors that one can talk about yet should not perform " Such a restrlction

. is seen as unde51rable in any general deflnltlon of taboo Although Rogers'

deflnltlon can be modified to 1nclude behavioral- taboos (taboos would then be

~ those categorles of behaviors and message transfers which are ‘perceived as

extremely_personal and private in nature), the emphasis would still be on

states that are not directly observable. Further, while such a definition

allows taboos to be eituationelly specific, it excludes behaviors that one
wouldn't or'shouldnft-perform which make no sense when related_to a privacy
dimension, e.g., laughinp at a funeral

The final definition’ offered is one that comes closest to satisfying this’
researcher's ‘perspective and interests. - Faherty (1972) states that "tabu" .
usually refers to "actlons barred by rules of manrers or morals rather than

law; 1.e.,'by social convention 1n_whlch there are nonratlonal elements" (p.

5985;““ﬁéfé:"ﬁé”éfé”aééiiﬁg withVBehaviorgwe;éutheIr;ettitudinel counterparts.
The definition suggests that the.lists of taboos in one society or subculture )
need not be identical with their counterparts in other such collectivities.
Further, there is no sense of rigidity here; one can think about movements in
the attitudes and ultimately in the taboos . This'aseumption is what' a chanﬂe—
oriented'eocial scientist wouio begin with Flnally, unlike Webster's deflnl—
tion, this is not bound by time or type of society. However Faherty s
eonceptuallzatlon is limited by its exclusion of actions barred by lawsf

Under this definition{ abortion, killing, repe? ﬁOlygaﬁy, etc., Qould'not be
coneideréd taboo in societies where formal "laws prohibit” such éetiohs.

> Before proceeding with the definition to be used throughout the rest of

this paper, the reader should be familiqriZed with this researcher's

o
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perspective of the concept and the correpsonding criteria that he feels the
definition should meet. What follows is an attehpt to provide such'infonnafion.
Taboos are seen as (1) behaVioral and/ordcommunicative;d(2)'societal,
-rgroup, or person specific, ahd (3) bound by.situation;<tihe, and the referent
of the message. .Assuming for the mouenf that taboos are some form of "thou-
shalt-nots" let us explore what is meant by the previous ~tatement.
(1 Behav1oral taboos are those actions Nthh should not be performed
: but can be communicated about. For example, if one walked around nude in
. New York City for a period of time long enough for a pollceman to spot hlnlor
~ her, that person would be arrested for indecent exposure. On the other hand, |
: nudlty often is an acceptable topic of conversation at cocktail partles bars, kj :
and” probably on the very same streets that the nudlst would be arrested.
Communlcatlve taboos are those where legal and/or moral actlons are

regarded as illegal or improper toplcs.of conversatlon One is allowed,

indeed, encouraged to make love with one's spouse Should the spouse find out
‘however that his or her lovemaklng has been graphically deplcted to others
there is llkely to be much ado in that household When the two subsequently heet!
The thlrd type of taboo is both behav1oral and communlcatlve one

nelther performs the act nor ta ks about it. It would for 1nstance be con-
s1dered in poor taste either to flatulate in publlc or talk about flatulation.
One with more serious implications and w1despread ramlflcatlons is the practice
of family planning. .In some countrles, it is not only ethlcally wrong to try

to control one's Procreative behaviors but also improper to talk about. such

controls. It is reported that in some villages, punishment resulting from
the discussion of such "indelicate" topics could take the form of hostility,

and physical beatings.  (Marshall, 1971)
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- (2) Taboos can eXist on dniversal soc1etal or subsocietal levels.

. This researcher would be” hard pressed if asked whic1 taboos are universal’
Freud might say incest. Perhaps sexual intercourse is taboo on the commun-
icative level. _The question is an emDirical one. Those who have traveled : —
abroad undoubtedly have had experiences which illustrate the notionhof a topic;
or behavior perceived as taboo in one land and not in another. For example,
while most of us in American are ‘hesitant to talk about our iinances, in
India, a stranger is very quickly asked what his or her salary is. On the
indiVidual level, almost anything could be taboo.h

(3) During the discussion of the preceding two points, the reader

- might have felt the need for qualifierslwhen specific taboos were mentioned

~ One might have said that nudity is acceptable at nudist camps’, that sw1ngers

~ might enjoy hearing about how they or their spouse performed with others or
that with same sex friends in certain env1ronments (e.g., the locker rccmﬂ

~ flatulation, while ‘not necessarily encouraged is acceptablp These quali-
fiers are valid and acknowledged as such when it is stated that taboos are _
bound by certaln dimensions. Thecexamples just mentioned illustrate the
situational spec1ficity of- taboos what is acceptable in one s1tuation is

_not 1n.another BehaViors or commnications can be defined or redefined as
,taboo based on the partiCipants or the setting. Such boundedness not only
holds for taboos involVing perso.adl morality but also for legislated onies as
well. Sex education is illegal in the classrooms in Michigan but encouraged
within the home environment. All that is being altered are the p;rticipants
(parents instead of teachers) and the setting (the living room instead of the

classroom). -

_CO
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Over time, morality and legislatiqn change. As they change, so do

taboos. What was risque ‘in the 1950's is passe in the lé?O's——witness the
diminishing’sizevof women's bathing suits, the increasing range of topics
dealt with on prime-time :elevision, and the shift to the legalization of
abortion. N

- The last point to be covered at this juncture deals with the relation-
ship between the refernnt and the tabooness of".the message. Rogers classifies

messages in terms of the personalness of the referent messages either disclose

a general interest or a personal 1nvolvement in a topic. It is posited that

when certaln tOplCS are discussed on a general level, they are percelved as

less taboo than when the source discloses personal exper1ences41n relation to
the topic. Talking about suicide, homosexuallty,‘mental illness or drug
addiction often becomes much more &elicate Qhen the seurce'begins to talk about
his or her own addiction or homosexual encounters. |

‘ ”'éi&én'fﬁé*ﬁéEéﬁéctive outlined ahbve;daefihit ion e}_taboo should
(1) encompass behavioralhand commupicative restrictions, be
they based on moral or legal foundatlégs
(2) have no temporal or situational restrictions, allowing
fof'movement and situationai sbecifieity
(3) be generaiizable in terms of the unit of analysis, pere
| mitting.fbcusmon societies, cultures, groubs,'op individuals
(4) allow for the analysis of histobical or contemporary ’
prohibitions
(5) methodelogically, allow for direct‘and indirect (e.g;,

paper and pehcil,attitude questionnaires) measurement.

w0,

-



With all this in mind; taboo is-defined here as a law, norm, or

pﬁrsonal belief specifying situations in which a behavior or topic should not

be perfbrned and/or communicated about. What follows is an examination of the

relationship between this definition and the criteria suggested.

The definition, by fiat, encompasses behavioral and communicative
proscriptions, be they formal (e.g., Jaws) or informal (e.g., folkways). This
satisfies the first criterion. Turning to criterion two, we can see that
there has been no mention of permanence While the definition does not specify
that’ taboos can be created or destroyed there is no sense of inflexibility
once they exist. The definition allows for process, crucial for anyone
interested in deveioping theories of sociai changef As such. criterion two
appesrs to be met. ‘ »

In stating that taboos can be laws, norns,ob personal beliefs, we permit

v

the acceptance of sanctions which are normaiive or individual in origin. This -

~allows a-flexible focal point of analysis and permits the various-disciplines: - - oo ol

in the social sciences to study their particular interests yet still proceed
from the same point of origin. Thus, the psychologist can look at the effects
of‘taboos on the individuai, the socioiogist can Jook at how cultures devélop,
adapt to, and remove taboos, the anthropologist can look at the etbnology of
taboos, and the communicologist can look at the_roie of messages:in defining
“and redefining tabooisituations. Criteria three and four appear to belsatisfied.
finally, to empirically test any bfopositions generated, the concept
must be conducive to operationalization. ‘While cognitive and attitude scalingit
are two important indicators of individdal and group perceptions‘of concepts,
given (1) the lack of 1somorphism between knowledge, attitudes and practices

(the "KAP-Gap") so_prevalent in the diffusion research, and (2) the interest

Ft,"\
v ota
R



9 .
in behavioral changes, behav1oral measures are se2n as essentlal in “the

testlng of, the hypotheses developed Thle eonceptuallzatlon of taboo allows

for measures tapplng changes in attltudes as well as in behav1ors

It can be seen that the deflnltlon satlsfles the crlter}a employed.

“

A SITUATIONAL TYPOLOGY OF TABOOS

.

While the notion of taboo might be further cla551f1ed 1nto subcategorias
of taboo, euch distinctiohs in general vary with the intentions of the inves-
tigator who makes them, and dre not inherent to the chafacter of taboo. (Brawn,

'1972) - Consequently, no.such generic claSsificationdscheme is presented here.

EY

It is useful for our purposes, however, to consider distinctions in terms of-

the interaction settings that taboos are found in.

TABLE I

.

SITUATIONS INVOLVING.TABOOS:

Partieipant Participant's Perceptions of the Behavior or ibpic;
1 II . I IV
" A Taboo  Not Téboo ﬁot Taboo Taboo
B Taboo  Not Taboo  Taboo | ~ Not Taboo

First, it should be noted that the typology reflects\phis researcher's
perspective of communication as a phenomenon occurrlng between people sell
reflectlvé activities fall out51de the .locus of concern. Empﬁa51s 1s placed
on the message component (if present) between A and B, .and the resultlng alter-

atlons in cognltlve states and behaviors. Second, a clarlflcatlon of the .

© terms "Taboo" and "Not Taboo" is needed. The paradlgm suggests a dlchotony

of behav1ors and toplcs into those prohlblted or not prohlblted On a

11‘
.
A

[}



' situation spe01flc level (e.g., with algrlend IQ; acqualntance, a stranger,
in one's home, ete.) this is the case Acts are. elther permltted/or pro—

- seribed.- The paradlgm offered, while not: spe01fy3ng any partlcular s1tuatlon,
t1s deallng w1th two parties in any one, given situation. &f we were to go

'.beyond 1nd1v1dual situations, certain "behaviors could be seen as more taboo
than others. (e.g., they are tabod in more situations), thus aIIOW1ng\such_be—
haviors to be placed on a tapoolcontinuum. Third;-columns III and4IV are’

_ seen as subStitutabie. Finally,lA,and B are labels for the participants in IR '/
the interaction. As such, they each-can refer to an 1n<1v1dual group, B
organlzatlon (e ‘€., change agency or government), or,s001ety. A and B do not

~have to be‘pn the same level. 'Let us now examine the columns in the typology.

'ih cdlumns I and II," there are no internaiufbrces for‘change. However,
whereas in column I the attitudinal congrulty either stablllzes or reinforces:

,.the taboo, the congrulty in column II either stabilizes or relnfbrces the

non—tabooness of ‘the behav1or or toplc

In columns IIT and Iv, there are 1nternal forces for change. It is E
here that change is possible,. often takes place, and always involves eom-. '._ . :'i;
munication. Focusing on column III, let,us}assume that A attempts{to com-
munieate or do something mhich A pereeives as.permissible leen B's attitudes,
when this occurs, B will verbally and/or non—verbally rebuff A. Such
resistance informs ‘A of the dlscrepancy between the partlclpants attitudes
about the behavior or topic. Whlle .there are a number of options A cen pursue,
this researcher is 1nterested in those cases where A attempts to persuade B
. that X is not *taboo.’ ‘ . ' i
A's persuasion.strategy would vary aceording;to whether'A'and B both

were individuals or representative of some collection of individuals.
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'~ For example, if A and B both were individuals, A only would have to convince
one person to get the desifed change and could tailor his or her strategy to

B's idiosyncratic self. On the other hand, if A was an individual and B

»epresented a group, A would be forced to deal not only with the individuals
© e Within thergfoup and their individual values but also the norms established
by the group\as a whoie. The task is seen as increasingly difficult as one
triesxto redefine-a taboo for‘larger and larger collectivities. A could also
_repmesent a government or change agency In this case, we have a collection

of 1nd1v1duals with. the potentlal power and resources . to move 1ts B counter-

part.

0

The remainder ef this.p%per wi}l focus on situationé in which A repre-
sents a governnent or change egenci and_g.represents'the peoples‘of that
country, (The“hypbtheses developed should be applicable to all units of A's
and B's.) Such situations are_explered in part because of this researcher's
interest in soeial‘progress as weil as his belief that for many ofbthe back-
ward—orlented harmfui taboos. ex1st1ng today, top—down change appears to be
the ogly Qay in which the taboos can be ellmlnated ) Given this perspective,

a good deal of the recent research in the area of_the diffusion Qfoinnoyations
will be embraced. It should be noted however that while there is an.overiap
between, governmental. or cﬁange agency attewpts to remove taboos and the
diffusion of certainAfypes of innovatiqge (e.g., taboos associated withAféﬁiry

planning and birth con%rols), the two areas are not isomorphic with each other.

Figure 1 should serve to illustrate this point.
' In"a subsequent section of - this paper, methods of reducing societal

taboos will be examined. Because the movement of taboos falls within the
area of persuasion and attitude change, a general theory of ‘attitude change @“

N

. . ' . ' , : o Ny S
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FIGURE I. LCCATING PERSUASION INVOLVING TABOOS

will form the underlying framework fbr this analysis. Since ahy theory
selected will have a temendous impact on the perceptlons and 1nterpretatlons
of- the 1nformatlon to be anaLyzed the choice of theo"y should be based on .its
ablllty ‘to deal with the issues confrontlng the researcher. What follows is

the selection of the theoretical perspective to be taken.

SELECTION\OF A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE .
When trying t6 induce attitudinal or behavioral changes, the change
. agent must deal with two issues: (1) what sorts of messages are needed to

-

create the changes? and - (2) how many messages‘are needed? The égent must
decide on the type of persﬁasive appeal to use; thoée perggived (or deterﬁgned)'
to most effectively initiéte the desired changé will be chosen. However, the
selection of arguments and neésage formation is only part of the strategy that
must be.develobed. While the messages chosen must be.appfopfiate,*if they are

not presented often enough, and over a long enough period of time, their impact

might be minimal. For this reason, .the intensity and duration of a persuasive
campaign are seen as equally crucial.
Given the - argument leveled above, the model of attitude/behavior changé

which will be used to Qredict movements of taboos must be orle which can
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adequately deal the type and number of messages issued. One message-oriented
theory of att1tude/behav1or change appears to meet these criteria.

Taking an essentially mechanistic view of man, Woelfel's Linear'force
Aggregatlon Theory (Saltiel and Woelfel, 1975) posits that one's attitude
tends ‘to converge on the arithmetic mean of the positions represented in the
messages a person receives about the object, concept, idea or behavior under
consideration. It further posits that attltude change occurs when there is
a shlft in the‘mean of the messages received. Thus in order for attltude
change to take place, one nust receive addltlonal d1vergent messages

While this thecry is not concerned with cognitions as causes of atti-

- tudinal changes, it is able to suggest to the nanlpulat01 the types of argu—
,ments needed to create changes. in cognltvve states. Stated simply, the
strategy is to introduce messages which state the position desired by the
(persuader, | B | |

Turning to. the second cniterion, we need to focus on a keg element in
WOelfel's theory--the concept "mass." WOelfel posits that the rate of att1—
tude change is 1nversely proportlonal to the 1nert1al mass of the object under
cons1deratlon, with inertial mass deflned in terms of.the number.of messages
prev1ously received about the object. If one were to have already received
many messages about an‘object; attempts to change that-attitude would require |

rnbre,new messages than if'the attitude was based on only a few messages

-received in the past. Thus in response to the "how many messages" question,
the theory suggests that the number of messages _needed will be proportlonate
to the number prev1ouslv received which formed the foundatlon of the existing

attitude. - : | ' | ‘
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While this message approach appears to satisfy criterion two, one

serious confounding factor must be considered. Taboo behaviors and communica-

“tions are by definition those which are not perforired or discussed. While this

does not mean that tﬂey are.never done or talked about (recall the discussion.
of their person and situation specificity), they are often not the.sort of
actions that one engages in daily, or even sporadically. Thus, when trying to
determine an inertial mass, one might come up with responses indicating iittle
or'no;pefformance'or discussioh of fhe object in the specified.time period

(For example this researcher, in attemptlng to ascertaln the foundations of

. attltudes about birth plannlng, found that a majorlty of the respondents had

no recollectlon of birth planning mentioned on the medla or discussed w1th

v

family or friends.) I‘r'om such flnolngs one is llkely to conclude that the
inertial mass: of the respondents attitudes toward object was very small
suggestlng rapid movement of the attltude when several new messages are -
1ntroduced Whlle this might: be the case for some taboos, based on the lack
of.success many family planning efforts are having in moving people's per-
ceptions of fhe tabooness of  the behaviof and communications about it, this
researcher feels such a conclusion unwarrented It may be that messages about
taboos take a different’ form than non-taboos, e.g., conscantly not doing or
saying certain things in specific sltuatlons could serve to reinforce one's
perception of the prohibition of these (non) acts. )
To sum up this section, wOelfel's'Linear_ForceAAggregation Theory
appears to meet the’ two criteria dealing with predictive utilit& specified by
this researcher. While some doubt was cast about the applicability of the

operationalization of "inertial mass" to the study of taboos, pre-testing with

"a sample from whatever population is under consideration ought to determine

.
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the number of messages needed to move that population to the desired atti-

tudinal or behavioral position.

' STRATEGIES FOR THE MOVEMENT OF TABOOS-
‘While there has been little empirical research dealing w1th the novement

of taboos, methods for thelr removal have been suggested. Rogers recommends

a number of technlques based on h1storlcal and f1eld observatlons L Five of
these will be reviewed as well as analyzed in terms of Woelfel's theory The
strategies to be dealt with are: (l) re- labellng the taboo, (2) offerlng }
v"dlffuser" 1ncent1ves, (3) lega1121ng the +aboo, (u) promotlng the 1dea that
' everyone s dolng it, and (5) creatlng a fest1ve Splrlt surroundlng the -

'behav1or

Re-labeling the Taboo i
ﬁere, the basic premise iS'dnat message symbols used in describing an
action or concept play a role in one's perception of the object. If the words
deplctlng the object have a negatlve connotatlon then the object itself w1ll
“be percelved negatlvely. leen this relationship; Rogers (19 73a) states that
"taboo communication can be facilitated by re—labeling the'taboo'topic with
different word-symbols" (p. 250). The follow1ng two examples should illustrate
* both the relatlonshlp and the strategy.
Reportedly named after Dr..Condom, the»court physician'to Charles II,

the condom is perceived by many as "repulsive." The result of that, and

similar connotations is an aversion to their usage by many segments of various

2

LThese recommendations were offered in personal discussions and class
‘handouts on the 1ssue
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societies. In an effort to obtain more extensive use of this type of contra-
ceptive, the government of India in 1968 began to promote the condom under the
-j"emp1r1ca;ly'determ1ned more neutral term "Nirodh." It was hoped,that the new
term would Le able to evoke a more favorable image of the product Apparently
it did as purchases of "Nirodhs" increased from 1.5 to 6.0 mllllon per month
from 19/0 to 1971. While such a switch 1n behav1or occurred s1mu1taneously
with a massive campaign pushlng the ”new" product in. partlcular and family
plannlng in general, at least some of the increase appeans to be attrlbutable N
to there—labellngcﬁ’the term condom tO one more soc1ally acceptable

The second example is more speculatlve focusing on the amesty dilemma
~ facing the Unlted States. At stake are the lives of thousands of men who |
elther refused 1nductlon 1nto the armed services in the 1960's and 1970's or -
left the service before the1r requ1red perlod of serv1tude ‘expired. There
are four terms for these men, two for each of the opposing camps on the 1ssue
For those who feel that the war in Vietnam was 1llegal and/or 1mmoral the

men who refused to represent our natlon are "conscientious objectors" or -
"draft resistors." Fbr thosebwho feel that every fit man should serve, those
who refused 1nductlon ‘are "draft dodgers" or "draft evaders " One's deflnltlon
of the situation appears to be related to one 's ‘view of the'men and the term
most suitable for them There is a stigma attached to "dodger" or "evader",

in this land the evasion of responsibilities is a normative (and oftentlmes
legal) taboo. If re-labellng helps dnnlnlsh a taboo, then it is hypothes1zed
that the usage ‘of either the "conscientious objector" or "draft res1ster" label

will result in an increased acceptance of the actions these men took and a

call for their repatriation without punlshment.

3
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The above.illustrations deal with attitudes toward behaviors, not
communications ‘As such, it would appear that Rogers'-generalization is
appllCdble to behav1ors as well as communlcatlve acts. Thus, we have the .
follow1ng generalization: Taboos can be reduced or removed by re—iabeiing the \\\\<
_behav1or or communlcatlon about some actlon with word—symbols whlch have neutral
or pos1t1ve connotations. (For those who doubt the effects of re—labellng“
communicative acts, ask'yourself how you would react if.you heard that your
spouse spent the day engaged 1n theraputlc communloatlon when all he or she
did was goss1p') |

An 1ntegral part of Linear Force Aggregatlon Theory is the notion of

mass, with each objec t S, masslveness (l) equal to the amount of 1nformatlon

AN

received about it, and (2) 1nversely related to its movablllty When one re-
labels an ob]ect with word-symbols not often used (e. g 5 Nlrodh) the mass of
the attitude toward these new symbols will be minimal. Therefore, a small(er)_
number of messages will be needed to move the attitude toward these symbols,
(and the object itself) in a positive or non—taboo dlrectlon If one re-labeled
the object with symbols used often and carryrng a pos1t1ve loadlng, then o new
'nessages would be needed to reduce the taboo In th1s sense the theory fits.
. Left- unanswered however is the question of the number of messages needed to re-
label the taboo. In the Nirodh effort, thousands of messages Were_broadcast.-
=" What is not 1nd1cated is the number needed to re- label that taboo and the number

‘which remalned and served to propel people to buy. the re~labeled product

k]
~

“Offering "Diffuser" Incentives : ‘ . S .
Incentives, defined as "those objects‘of financial value that'are

© given by.an organization to an'individual;ﬁcoup1e, or group, in order to
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- encourage some overt behavioralishange:u(Roger85 1971a, p. 2u41) hare been the
focus of study for.experinentaily—oriehted attitude'change theorists asr well.
as field-oriented diffusion of innovation experts. Be the interest theoretical
or pfagmafie (e.g., pettlng an 1nnovatlon diffused), 1ncent1ves are offered to
encourage behav1ors that ordinarily would not take place. In the case of dif-

fuser 1ncent1ves the goal is the openlng of ‘restricted communication channels.

Much of the diffusion research dealing with thls typc of 1ncent1ve has
focused on the* Spread of family plannlng ideus and methods The slope of the
d1ffus1on curve for these innovations is very sllght despite many years pushlng

\famlly plannlng, a majority of the target populatlons have not’ been noved The

T~

1nnovatlon scbehav1oral and communlcatlve taboos are regarded as-a major

the networks Whlch can carry such messages. v ' \\\\\\\\\\- ,
! T

: Change agencies have.attempted to overcome this communlcatlon barrier AN
by offering people (preferably those who-already adopted) cash or "1n kind".
- rewards for diffusing the 1nnovatlon.- While the _quality of the dec1s1on to -
adopt i often low (due to pressures applled to potentlal adopters by those
paid agents), analyS1s of famlly plannlng adoptlon rates in Indla as well as
several other countrles, points to. a pos1t1ve correlatlon between the use of
dlffuser incentives and the rate of adoptlon of the 1nnovatlon : d' '" ¢
" Given such findings, ®ne is tempted to generalize that_the use of dif-
" fuser incentives is directly related'to a decrease ih the tabooness of the
~communicative act under.study. However, other’findings by the same researchers
yieldaa note of caution. For example, a state in India, Tamilnadu, offered

diffuser incentives for a period of years and found them -to be successful in

3
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promoting the diffusion of vasectoﬁdes The-goVernment then dropped the

1ncent1ve "on the assumption that by that time a sufficient number of people
were informed of the 1nnovarlon and so .its dlfrusnon would contlnue w1th9ut
- “2 - the 1ncent1ve payments. However, the rate of vasectomy adoption dropped 'so
alarmingly that w1th1n SlX months the state government reinstated the dif-
fusion 1ncent1vé'(Rogers? 1971a, p. 245). The attitude toward the tabooness
of vasectomies or comnunicating about them apparently never_dhanged.
A reasonable explanation of the phenomenon 4s that attitude change did
take plaCe but that_subSequent.to the removal of‘the incentives attitudes
toward vasectomles and communlcatlon about them reverted to their orlglnal

pos1tlons ThlS position 1s cohs1stent with WOelfel's p01nt that att1tudes

are always nov1ng based -on the messages 1mp1ng1ng on the 1nd1v1dual | When

' 1ncent1ves are offered, individuals are rece1v1ng the message "It's OK to’
talk about family plannlng In fact, it's so des1rable that we‘re encouraging
it by offering you money to talk about it." »when this message uas constantly
'received,fthe topic's tabooness was reduced. However, when the incentive
‘offer was discontinued the."Don't talk about!it or practice it!" messages
again were predomlnant thus moving the att1tude back to a more taboo pos1tlon.

$\\\\\ -leen that the attltudes of those pald dlffusers were not measured at several

\\\\p01nts in time, the argument presented above is speculatlve However, it does

reasonable ard could be emplrlcally tested in the future.

: Legali;;ng\the‘Iéboo

The idea\t at legalization leads to loss of tabdo‘while elegant in.its
simplicity is in some“cases also simply inaccurate. If a prohibition is.

based solely on its illegaMty, removal of the restrictions outlawing the
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behavior should'remove the taboo. When the law is altered, those initially
afraid to‘engage in a behavior because of its illegality will no longer be
under such a threat and should begin to perform the behavior. However, if
the taboo has both legal and moral foundations, removal of the legal barrier T
need not necessarily, either 1mwed1ately or ever, reduce the normative sanction
' The shortcoming of the legislation strategy can be readlly demonstrated
‘Until recently, abortions were legally proscribed. .For many, such actions
were also regarded as immoral. When abortion was legalized, the number of
(reported) abortions increased. However, for many subsets of our society, e.g.,
representatives and followers of the Catholic church abortions were still
prosdribed. For those who perceived legality and morality to be out of synch '
the legal perm1551bility of the action resulted in increased vocal opposition
to the behavior. It is hypothesized that such reactions are generalizable
legalization of a behavior thatisrmunatively or morally. proscrlbed will result
1n the increased occurrence of the behav1or (or more openness about it) for '
those predisposed toward it, and continued opposition to it from those who
..view the behavior as violating normative values
Despite the relationship p051ted above this researcher is not- ready
to casually cast aside this method of reducing taboos It is felt that legal-
'1zation can have immediate boomerang effects (e g5 protests and demonstra—
tions). However, unless such protests result in modification of a country's
constitution such that the‘new law is rescinded, over time, attitudes “should
 bend toward acceptance of the laws of the land. Further, generations'born
under the revised law will not experierice the change.and will grow uppviewing
the one-time controversial behavior as not controversial--and as permissible.

. . . J e .
In the socialization process, we are taught what is "right" and what is "wrong."

- . . ¢
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For those socialized after the initial furor, (in this case)-abortions uill
be seen as justﬁanother reason why people like."mommy" go to thz doctor or the
hospital. |

In summary, legalization of taboos can serve as a vehicle in reducing -
the tabooness of proscribed behauiors in a limited number of situations. .
However,.if one is not concerned'with rapid and dramatic decreases in taboo-
ness, such a strategy is viable. | | .
| Woelfel‘s perspective seems capable of explalnlng the changes described
above.. It was stated that legalization of ‘a taboo which also had nornbtlve
foundations would successfully reduce or remove a taboo only (l) if v1ewed
‘over a long period of time or :(2) 1f one was concerned w1th the attltudes of
future generations of people ih the soc1ety Woelfel pos1ts an inverse rela-
tlonshlp between 1nert1al mass and attltudlnal change. " For those who have
lived many years and received many messages about the tabooé mani*new messages
will be needed before significant’shifts in attitudes can be detected. ;With .
legaiization, these messages will. come, and over time, as the ‘number of these
new messages mount, the attitudes of those who -receive them w1ll change.
8001allzatlon involves the formatlon of attitudes. With future generations
there is no 1nert1al mass the change agent must battle with. The young w1ll f —
gxow up bellevlng that the onc—tlme taboo is not taboo because they Wwill™ have |

recelved a dlfferent set of messages than the1r elders d1d when they were

t

socialized. - I

Promoting ‘the Idea that Everyone's Doing it :

. . Whether one re-labels a taboo, offers diffuser incentives or attempts
to create a festive spirit surrounding the behavior, one is taking a general

approach to reducing taboos. Within each of these courses of action, specific

+

O ‘ | '. . 23

KRS
)




22

message strategies must be develaoped and implemenfed. While Rogé;s*does not
: T P

‘distinguish between.the approaches-faken and the messages utilized within them,

the "strategy” of "promoting the 1dea that everyone dolng it" is seen here

‘as the nessage component appllcable to each of the other strategles proposed.

A quick look at one of these strategies should demonstrate this.
When one,re—labels a taboo, one is reducing the stigge.that only certain.

kinds of'people would perform the behavior, use the object, or talk about the

'topic undernconsideration. Returning to the Nlrodh campaign, it must have

been apparent to rndlan off1c1als that many men were not us1ng condoms because
they assoclated its usage with sexual 1ntercourse on a.payment basis. In-

selectlng the neutral word Nlrodh it was hoped that such associations would.

~ be reduced and replacedfby the assoc1atlons that (1) everyone, e.g.,‘people

like the potential buyer, uses condoms durlng sexual 1ntercourse and (2) the

~ use of condoms is an approprlate method of blrth control for one's relatlons

W1th one's spouse

JIn each of the strategies Rogers pecommends individualsrmove from the
receptlon of "No don t'" .or "You shouldn't do it" messages to those thdh
say "Everyone s doing it -so why not you’” Messages divergent from those pre-
viously 1mpacted are belng received. Linear Force Aggregatioanheory posits
that d1vergent meS°ages move attltudes For the change agent who wishes-to
reduce a taboo, new messages must be 1nput‘into the system which in some way “

call for the reductlon of the taboo Messages that say "Everyone's 'doing it"

"serve that function.

: 3 .
While we talk about messages, it should be noted at this time -that. in

cases of pluralistic 1gnorence one such nessage mlght suffice. As Scheff

(1967) states, plurallutlc lgnorance exists when a ”ma]orlty agrees but thlnks

L4
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the 1971 drive in the Ernakulum district in Kerala is the class1c'example
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'that they do not agree” {p. 39)~ Here a bervvior is privately regarded as

not taboo by many individuals but at the 'sams »ige is perceived by these people

as sonething everyone eIse wouldn't do or talk about. Bececuse of the nature

. of taboosg we have a doublenbind situation. One can't "step outside 7fa

situation and talk about it because it would. be taboo to do so. However, as
soon as the message comes across that everyone feels the same way, the plural-
istic igrorance is shattered, people engage in the behavior, and it is no

»

longer taboo

.
Creating a.Festive Spirit Surrounding the Behavior

" Taboo behaviors are performed. Taboo topics are comminicated about.
What distingUishes them fionlnon-taboo behaViors and topics are the relativeLy‘“'
limited number of s1tuations in which they. are appropriate and the at least

semi—secrecy/privacy which surrounds them. People make love with each other.

~ However, there are restrictions with whom, when “and where sexual intercourse

is acceptable. One of the dimensions of the "when" and "where" is privacy.

Similar restriCtions are applicable‘to taboo- topics. While we talk about

masturbation, extra—mavital affairs and finances we are fairly selective in
our chOice of discussion partners or listening ears. Moreover, such ‘topins

are not the sort of issues we raise our voices about; they re confidential

When a festive spirit surrounds»a behavior, the behavior becomes public, open,i_.

.acceptable for all to see.and hear. In creating this spirit, the elements

that encdmpass the taboo-are removed.
This strategy is closely ass001ated With family planning efforts in
many of the developing, overpopulated countries of the world The Indian

government often has made use of this techniqae during its vasectomy drives,

.
y
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of this approach The planners of the campaign effectlvely and radically
altered the unage of family planning as a clinical progranland a.private |
'dec1s1on/action process The town hall in. the center of the town served as
the campaign S center-- under the full public eye A publlc address system

filling the air government and private jeeps clogging traffic decorations,

n
banners, exhibitions theater for puppet shows, films, dances dramas and

leading literary Iigures baby shows with prizes for the healthiest baby of

sterilizeo parents, lotteries and gifts all he]ped "to create the aura of a
S
typical Indian festival" (Krishnakumar, 1972 p 181) : Couples were motivated

i

in groups transported together, ‘and’ part1c1pated in mass demonstrations

. ) 1

“This "reinforced the 1ndiv1dual s sense that what he was doing was socially

: l

acceptable"'(p. 181). During this one ‘month -effort, ‘over 63,000 sterilizations=

were performed a number 'reported as Lu times the number of sterilizations
performed during the same span of tlme,in any other district in India since
their vasectomy program originated in 1957: (Rogers 1972) While thene
were a host of, other factors accounting for the success of the drive (e g.,

K . -

dedicated and dynamic leadership, better serV1ce high incentives, efficient
*:staff pronpt attention to complaints RO A the power of the festive spirit _
created 1s undersconed by those who have chronicled the event.

With family p1ann1ng, the festive spirit serves two functions. . First,
it helps reduce the secrecy of the behavior by emitting messages which state
that the‘behavior'doesn°thave to be regarded_as private and hidden from all.

A._ In the Ernakulum,effort, the hospital'was szt up right in the middle of the
festive area. Second, it helps reduce the fear that many have about operations
Vand'sterilization. Returning to Ernakulum again, many of the perceived dire

~ consequences of ‘being operated on were dramatically shown to be erroneous

s Wa'
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as those operated on were then fed and entertalned and apparently able to -

-~

enjoy both. It appears then that the creation of a festive spirit surround-

&

ing a-taboo functions as an element in the reductlon of much of the\appre-,

\

henS1on whlch serves as a cornerstone in the foundatlon of any taboo.

Prom a theoretical perspectlve, the openness and galety of a festival

.are about. as. dlametrlcdlly opposed -to a secretlve meetlng or communlcatlon as

is poss1ble Such divergent messages should serve to dramatlcally move - the
mean of the messages received about the cbject and thus affect the'attitude;

toward the behavior or‘communication The'radical shift in messages appears

to be a contrlbutlng factor 1n the equally radical 1ncrease in the number of

vasectomies performed durlng that limited perlod of time.

THE ROLL OF CAMPAIGNS IN THE' REMOVAL OF TABOOS

T S Natara]an (1970) distinguishes between horizontal and vertlcal

-approaches to famlly plannlng moverents. The former are seen. as attempts to

tackle a.problem on a wide front and on a long term basis; the latter are

o

viewed as efforts focus1ng on a partlcular aspect of the problem "through the

application of spec1f1c measures by speclal machlnery for a brlef perlod"

(p. 4). To Natarajan a campaign is viewed'as a vertlcal approach to a-

problem and is deflned as ”an intensive educatlonal act1v1ty undertaken at an-

opportune moment for a brlef perlod focu31ng attention in a concentrated
manner towards a partlcular problem so as to stlmulate the widest possible:
1nterest of the communlty” (p. 4).

Stated more succ1nctLy, campalgns‘are perlods of intensive propaganda

u_,‘

At least 1mpllc1t in most of Rogers strategles is the role of campaigns. in

remov1ng.taboos. This” researcher takes the pos1tlon that the cruc1al strategy_

1

in the removal of any societal taboo is the usevofjthese (sometlmes lengthy)

Lad] -
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periods of intensive message bo@bardment. Such a position is supported by

Woelfel's fgegry as it ﬁosits tﬁat attitudes are made up of numbérs of messages -
and are merd by numbers of‘diQébgent messages. Thus, Qhatevep the specific
message strategy taken, a campaign of messages is going fo,bg needed to move
the Not Taboo/Taboo situation that»exists.iﬁ column III to the desired Not-
.. 'Taboo consensus cell. ; ’
Returninguto the Erﬁakulﬁm vasectomy campaign, we find that it appears
to be unique in terms-oflthe amount of propagaﬁga which wés'transmitted priof
to énd during the drive. As Rogers (1972).state§, the "Ernakulum vasectomy
campaigns were'éh all-out éffprt 6f“éll local gngrnmgnt'officials « « . with’
the campaign activitieé . concentrated éntirely on one villagé or nmqiéi—i‘
| pality during the day prior to its scheduied day for transpoftation'of
'Iadopters Y (pp. 2-5 and 2-8). K;ishnékuman.(1973), in planning to
achieve a family planning ?ébnsensus” within_hié district, foéuées.bn the
cahpaign approé¢h and sees.it as an intensive propaganda effort. Here is a

portion of his message bombardment strategy: .

Extensive publicity and propaganda will be organized in
support .of the campaign through all available and possible
media.  Apart from the radio and the press such devices as

- Street corner meetings, mike announcements, wall posters,
bit notices, personal letters by post, banners, slides at
theaters, variety entertainments and cultural performances
will be used to flood the entire District with sustained
Family Planning propaganda specially tailored for the total -
family planning campaign. : : ' S

The most important messages to be communicated to the

target couples will be mutually reinforced through all the
media {p. 8). : v '

The Ernakulum effort was not the only family planhing campaign subjected
to researcher scrutiny. Raina, Blake and Weiss (1967) looked at a four month
campaign in Meerut, India, and found that publicity.efforts increased public

-« knowledge about family planning. Freedman and Takeshita (1969) found that a .

ERIC | 26
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nine month nassive 1nformatlon and serv1ce campalgn in Talwan 1ncreased
acceptance and adoptlon of family planning pract1ces Further in areas where |
the campalgn was ‘most heav1ly directed, the perceptlon that "everyone's dolng
1t" ‘was c1ted by a humber of respondents as 1nfluent1al in the1r dec1s1ons to
adopt fanuly plannlng practlces, Laeberman et. al. (1973) reported that a’
six month campaign in Iran resulted in more favorable attitudes toward family
planning and increased (1) knowledge, (2)'acceptors, and (3) discusslons of .
family.planning, '

.»ln-America ‘Kline, Miller and Morrison (1974) takihg a uses and grat—

1f1catlons perSpectlve found that when contlngent condltlons were spec1f1ed o

" and controlled (e.g., whether an adolescent percelved hlm/herself to know more,

or less, about family planning than the 1mportant persons surroundlng hlm or
her), s1gn1f1cant knowledge effects became apparent. |

v Campalgns focus1ng on other top1cs have also been stud1ed Merton
(1946) examined Kate Smith's 18 hour effort to generate pledges to buy war
bonds, much of the thlrty—nlne mllllon dollars pledged was attrlbuted to the

almost incessant repetition of the bas1c message, '"Buy!" Douglas Wgstley and-

_Chaffee (1870) examlned a local campaign about nental retardatlon and concluded

that campaigns can- brlng about changes in community 1nformatlon levels and
attltudes,_ Finally, T;chenor2 reported on a field experiment examining the
impact of the teleVisicn series "Mulligan'Stew " He found that children who

were exposed to the program as well as to support materlals (comics, books,

(and records) scored higher on an exam about nutrition and exhibited- substan—

tially different eat1ng habits than those who only‘saw the program. Although

2Informal presentation to Mass Communlcatlon Mini- Conference, MadlSon,
Wisconsin.

’
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Tlchenor dld not'dlscuss thlS work in terms of campalgns the program plus
support: materlals can be seen as a more intensive effort to garmer the
desired exrecrs; more messages were 1mpacted during the same period of time.
| "In summary, whlle the llte rature just cited did not examine the role
of campaigns in the removal of taboos, these studies suggeSt that the campaign

"~ approach is effective in providingvinformation and changing attitudes and.
behaviors.‘ However, a number of communication. scholars (e;g.,-Hyman'and
Sheatsiey [1947j, Star and Hughes [19505,‘®'Keefe_[197l]) are- skeptical of

the campaign approach;.arguing that_"inoreasing the.flow" is not a'sufficient.

condition to inform and move the mult*tudes While this researcher p081ts

. that audlence pred1spos1tlons and the resultlng psychologlcal barrlers can be

overcome, he does recognize that the success of any campaign is also contlngent 7
on (1) the quelity of;the messages utilized, and (2) the information environment
surrounding-the effort.

(1) Atkin et al. (1973) demonstrated that exposore to messages does

not énarantee attentlon to them Thus, the messages themselves5must be attrac-

.t1ve to the intended audience. As ‘Star and Hughes (1950) state, "Information

'grows 1nterest1ng when it is functlonal that is when it is so presented that'
it is seen to 1mp1nge ‘upon one's personal concerns' (pp 398—399) Twenty-

three years later, Mendelsohn (1973) said ‘the same thlng when he called for o
campalgn planners to ‘recognize that.most of the public will be generally un-
interested 1n the planners messages and need to be stimulated. Woelfel'

- message theory calls for numbers but not at the expense of the message itself.
(Applied to taboos, it is hypothesized that messages dealing'with taboosﬂwill'

be inherently interesting because of the nature of the topic being dealt with.)




T¥ E o | : | .
(2) Campalgns do not operate in an information vacuum, competlng
messages w1ll nedlate the success of any campaign. Focu51ng on the cr;teria
needed for the media to produce "dlscernlble" effects .Lazarsfeld and Merton
4(19u8/197l) in essence stated that monopollzatlon of the messages was required;
'"to the extent that opposing propaganda in the mass medla are balanced the
net effect is negllglble” (1971, P. 57“) WCelfel s theory takes that pos—a
ition In our society, there is no person or product covered in a
s1ngular way by the media; there is no monopollzatlon of the messages alred | N
_ Whlteslde (197l):reports:that for every anti-smoking commercial broadeast,
there were four pro—smoking'commercials aired. When the ban was -placed on
televised clgarette advertlslng, the number of anti-smoking messages dramaticaliy.
~decreased. ' t
. * The same perspective is applicable’ to political campaigns. One candi-
date's comnerc1als say one thlng and the commerc1als for the other say the |
' oppos1te They cance; out: Such nulllflcatlon of oppos1ng messages could
account for the lack of substantlal numbers ot conver81ons in the edrly, and
.very 1nfluent1al voting studies performed by lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet
_’(19u8) and Berelson Lazarsfeld and McPhee (195u) The campalgn propaganda
appeared to relnforce a majorlty of those respondents interviewed. Such a
' f1nd1ng is consistent with Woelfel's perspective ;n that while addltlonal
messages canceled each other out, the massiveness of the attitude 1ncreased
making 1t more res1stant to change |
THE ‘ROLE OF THE MEDIA IN THE CAMPATGN APPROACH TO REMOVAL OF TABOOS ' .

r

There 1s little ev1dence avallable which can provide us with information

I

about the medla S role in campalgns de51gned to remove taboos. Based on the

| success of the Ernakulum campalgn, 1nferences mlght be drawn about the

RN ‘ ) -
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's1gn1flcant role the media can play in actlvatlng men to get vasectomles
; However, given the s1multaneous and extensive 1nterpersonal act1v1t1es during

“that campalgn, the relative power of the masg media in 1nfluen01ng the de-

sired béhavioral changes is unclear. More clearcut is the media’ s role in
the Nirodh campaign in that the effort was prlmarlly a media bombardment
approach. ‘Unfortunately, to this researcher's knowledge, no data exist.
dealing with the relative impact of the media in that campaign 3
Weiss :t__al (1974) examlned the knowledge functlon of ‘the medla in

a famlly plannlng campalgn and found that the number of- messages seen in the
nedla served as the best predictor of knowledge about family plannlng How-
ever, whlle these researchers acknowledge the controver51al/taboo nature of
the toplc, they prov1de no analys1s on the relationship between the receptlon
of messages and the perceptlon of the_ toplc s tabooness.

| Placek (1974-1975) studled the role of" dlrect malllng on the dlfoS1on
of spe01flc famlly plannlng 1nformatlon those who recelved the brochures
talked to twice as many people about the toplc than d1d their control group |

counterparts One 1nterpretatlon of this f1nd1ng is that the brochure served o

'to reduce the communicative tabooness of family plannlng

Finally, Greenberg and Gantz (1975) examlned the impact of the media.
on the percelved tabooness of 'venereal d1seases and found that in‘ the- survey

they conducted, those exposed to the stimulus (the program VD Blues) percelved

VD as less communlcatlvely tabco. However, in the, experiment they conducted )

3Interest1ngly, despite Rogers!' discussions of the Nirodh effort he
notes that the role of media channels in the diffusion of taboo innovations
is.minimal. "Mass media channels can convey awareness, knowledge of family.
planning innovations, and of the small- family norm, but they are-almost
totally unable to persuade individuals to adopt these ideas, par*ly because
these beliefs are so strongly held" (Rogers 1973b, p- 10).

w2
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-utilizing the same stlmulus they found no causal relatlonshlp between ex-
posure and percelved tabooness of the top1c Moreover _their study dealt
. with a‘one-shot stlmulus and thus mlght not be appllcable to the campalgn
_approach wh;ch pres=nts messages in many channels over a perlod of tlme
Given the pauc1ty of dlrect ev1dence about the:nole ‘of thé media in
‘campalgns designed. to remove taboos ~we must turn to the abundance of data
. concerned w1th1the role of the nedla in more generalized 1nformatlon and

attltude change s1tuat§ons From this, deductlons will be dramn to our more

spec1f1c area of 1nterest

- ‘The Mass Media and Cognitive Change

| Of concern here is the ability of the medla to (l) functlon as sources'n
fof s1gn1f1cant amounts of 1nformatlon and (2) 1nfluence what people thlnk
about. - : - — )
' As stated before’.while some researchérs have suggested that the media
are unable to transmlt 1nformatlon to large segments of any populatlon, it was
proposed that when ample numbers of messages are recelved 1nformatlon gains
w1ll occur. - For the hundreds of stud1es looklng at. the d1fferent1al effectlve— '

B ness 6f telev1s10n versus 1n—person teachlng, this ablllty to impart - informa-
tion is an assumptlon made by all. )

It is hypothes1zed that the learnlng functlon of the medla will be '
enhanced in: s1tuatlons where the medla are a1r1ng 1nformatlon about a topic
that is communlcatlvely taboo. ThlS predlctlon is prumarily based on the |
general lack of knowledge people have about communication taboos For example,
a young, - educated Indian woman told an Amerlcan Peace Corps Volunteer that

' although she (the Indian woman) was never in any way 1nt1mate with a man, she

was prepnant and expected her child to explode out of her.stomach 1n'two yearsr

"A
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The Volunteer reported that such mlsconceptlons were common, gluen the taboo
nature of the topic, many waomen apparently never received any formal educatlon
about human reproductlon This situation does not appear to be unlque In'
the Greenberg and Gantz (1975) study, respondents had misconceptions about the .
causes of VD and generally were unable to mention more than one' or two con=—

T sequences of the disease. Thus, given initial low knowledge levels, medla

messages should serve to dramatically increase the public's storehouse of

\

-Jlnformatlon about the. taboo.
The second~locus of concern lles in the medla s ability to structure
- the toplcs that _people . thlnk about The. follow1ng propOS1tlon sums up the “
agenda—settlng" function, of the media: "It [the press] may not be successful:
muc¢h of the tlme in telllng people what to thlnk but it is stunnlngly success-
ful in telllng its readers what to think about" (Cohen, 1963 p. 11).
Typical of this research are the efforts by McCombs and Shaw (197§§’
~and Shaw and Bowers (1973) " The former examlned the issues durlng the 1968
pres1dent1al campalgn and found extremely hlgh correlatlons between maJor
item emphasis on maln campaign themes carried by the media: and Judgments by R
respondents as to what the 1mportant issues were. The latter focuséd on

political advertlsements and found that viewers of the ads more stroncLy

adopted the polltlcal agenda set by the commer01als than did those who were

-class1f1ed as non-viewers..
‘ Should the "agenda—setting" function of the media hold for anti—taboo "w

.nedla campaigns, it is hypothes1zed that the taboo will be percelved as more

.sallent be more often talked about, and eventually- lose some’™-of its commun-—

1cat1ve (1f not behav1oral) tabooness

-
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In short a good deal of research has been conducted which has demon:‘
strated the ablllty of’ the media to impaypt 1nfornetlon and move cognltlons.

)

While not dlrectly affectlng attitudes, this fUnctlon of the medla is seen

llnked to the process of att1tude change and the reductlon of taboos.

- *
-

The Mass Media and Attitdde Change
The general perspective%of masslcommunication researchers is that the
media are relatlvely 1neffect1ve as agents of affectlve change. Instead the

media are seen as agents Wthh ‘serve to relnforce attltudes and bellefs pre—,

v1ously held by recelvers of the messages/ Klapper (1960) generallzed that

medlatlng factors are such that they typlcally render mass communlcatlon a

contrlbutory agent, but not the sole cause, in a process of relnforolng ex1st1ng

" condltlons" (n. R) " To this, he added that relnforcement was predomlnant.

regardless of the condition in questlon ... and regardless-of whether the

effect in question be social or 1nd1v1dua1" (pp 19 20). In many., . the welght

- of the.evidence slnce then makes these statements still v1able. For example, - -

Woelfel and Hernandez (1972).exam1ned the relatlve impact of various commnn—
1catlon channels on attltudes toward marajuana, and reported that while almost
all of the medla had "apparently higher masses. per unit of 1nfornatlon than

words of friends . . . friends communlcatlons offset this lack of mass by

"greater relevance . . . such that the 1mpact of friend's behaV1oral -example

1s roughLy 23 tnnes as great as' the impact of a television message" (p 19).
An examination of the d1ffus1on llterature yields similar statements.

In d1scuss1ng the role of communlcatlon channels during the varlous stages of

h the adoption process Rogers (197lb) “generalizes that "Mass medla channels.
- are relat1vely more 1mportant at the persua51ve functlon of. the innovation-

. decision process" (p. 255) With: hlslgenerallzatlon based on a 906 confirmation

-
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. the conditions stated as requ1red for the “impact to occur.

3

rate (18 studies supported this prOposition, 2 did not), the evidence seems

"to point to the position that a campaign approach relying on the media, will

be relatively ineffective 1n,caus1ng the desired attitudinal or behaVioral

ob]ectives -
1 . e " " .
Not" all reSearch——or researchers——paint such a pessimistic picture of

the media's ability to cause changes in affect. There appear to be two per- .

spectives w1th1n the "media can move. attitudes" ‘school of thought——those who

~feel that all messages from all sources have 1mpact on attitudes, and those“

- who advocate that only under speCial conditions can.the media operate as an

agent of change; First, both positions will be presented. Following that'

" this reséarcher will pos1t that campaigns deSigned to move taboos satisfy

-t

A number of researchers in social psychology and communication have
explored and developed the pos1tion that changes in affect occur s1multane—
ously with increments in information;' Studies by Zajonc (1968), Zajonc and

Rajecki (1969), Crandeil (1972), and Rajecki and Wolfson (1973) have demon- |

strated both correlational\agih:xperimental support for this relationship

While researchers are contin to explore the type of relationship 1nvolved’

(e.g., is- it pos1tive and -linear as Za]onc suggests?), they have not chal—j

f

lenged the baSlC sremise of simultaneous changes. .
Woelfel's perspective is that all\messages received have impact on;

. attitudesf While thelimpact may be minimalﬁhand often is when the object's

inertial mass is high--the impacthstill takes place.and can be.measured with

. senSitive testing instruments Although Woelfel has not empirically tested

~

~ that pr0p0s1tion by repetition of a send-a—message—measure-the—attitude se-

quence research guided by th° theory has been able to account for substantial N
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amounts of the variance in the dependent attitudes, =.g., educational and
occupational aspirations (Haller and Woelfel, 1972). |
The. second position'posits that only under special conditionsvcan the
media act as agents of change. |
Klapper (1960) states that while the media "ordinarily" openate in con-
.]unction w1th other forces influenCing attitudes. and "typically" are agents
~reinforCing the status quo, there are instances where the mass media do opérate
'as agents of change In such cases he pOSits that one of two conditions
would likely exist: -,. Co0
a. ,the mediating factors’WJll be found to be inoperative “
- and the effect of the media will be found to be direct; or -

b. "the'mediating factors, which normally favor reinforcement :
will be found to be themselves impelling toward change (p 8).

Among those mediating factors are (l) audiencé predispositions and the result-
ing selectiVity processes and’ (2) the nature of the mass media in our society.
These are seen as crucial in that they directly affect the type of nessages‘
aired and the reception of whatever gets broadcast= What follows is an exam- .

ination of these factors in relation to a proposed mass media anti—taboo

- campaign .

Audience Predispos1tions and the Selecting Processes - The first hurdle«'

.that must be overcome_is getting the_audiencehexposed to the messages on the
 media. . If the campaign strategy inuolved 30 and 60 ‘minute programs; this
barrier would be a’formidable one.. Research in theé area of political commun
ication indicates that. those who watch full length political campaign programs
(e.g., a telethon; tend .to already be in favor of the candidate (Schramm
and Carter, 1959). Few conversions take place because there are few potential
converts.watching On the other hand, it has been demonstrated that 10, 30

“4

and 60 second spot political announcements have been effective in overcoming

'3':-_
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such selectiue exposure obstacles (Atkin et;_al,, 1973). Thus, if the cam-
paign utilizes.short spots, people mill.be exposed to the.messages. |

Those supporting the selectivity processes would note that merelex—
posure does not guarantee movement--even if exﬁosed, people will seiectiyely
perceive what they wish to hear in a message and then selectively retain
those portions of the message most conslstent with their orlglnal attitudes.

.‘It is hypothes1zed however, that these processes oceur mOSt often When
the me&sage is amblguous (e. g , .political speeches durlng electlon campalgns)

1 and least often when the message is stralghtforward If communlcatlvely taboo
toplcs are heard on the media, it would seem that at least one portion of the
message would be- ioud and clear--"This toplc is OK to be discussed 4in “this

' letuatlon." Even if the spe01chs of the message were not plcked up (e g. ,'
symptoms of VD), the meta-message would be. This 1tself'should serve to

) reduoe the tooic's communicative tabooness '

We are left with retentlon Wlth stimulus and Lespondent capablllty
variables held constant reten “ion is seen as dependent on néeds and 1nter—
ests (Gantf\ 1975)., If Freud is correct in statlng “that taboos or restric- k)/J
tlons are set up so that our underiying des1res are submerged then messages
‘about taboos .ought to stimulate both our 1nterest and our ablllty to recall .
the information at a later time.

This researcher takes the p051tlon that the nature of taboo toplcs and
campalgns are such that campalgn messages will 1mpact a large segment of what—
.ever populatlon 1s under consideration and w1ll be 1nterpreted in ways cof-

s1stent w1th those 1ntended by the sponsors of the campalgn

" The Nature of the Mass Medla - Klapper (1960) makes the point that the

-media, be1ng-pommerc1al operations, desperately try~not to offend.

j
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-messages on ''public" ones. - However, in doing so the 1mpact will be m:ml— '

37
- Commercially competltlve mass media in a free enter-

. . prise system depend for their life-blood on attracting
and holding a vast and highly varied audience. To
preclude alienating any significant portion of that

“audience--and among audiences of several million even a
small minority is commerc1ally s1gnlflcant-—the media
are forced to avoid espousing any point of view 'which
any minority might find distasteful. . . . The media

- were restricted to echomg what was universally accepted
or to sanctifying the sanctloned (p..38).

If the media strive and tend.to reflect societal values, then pmgr*ams Which
take - a stance widely dlvergent from the general populatlon s attitude on an
1ssue pmbably won 't get a:Lred ThlS .appears to have been the case with

VD Blues its n‘essage about that unspeakable d1sease was clear, to the pomt,
and not bmadcast on comn*erc1al telev1s1on stations.

T 7.

-~ Should __the media be as -generally _conservative in program selection as .

we are led to believe, their utility in any anti-taboo media’ campaign would .

be severely curtailed. There are two strategies for overcoming this. The

first dpproach 1nvolves 1gnor1ng the commerclal statlons and placing the .

" mizZed beause few will be réached. For example, in the Greenberg and Gantz ‘

.

VD Blues study, fewér than 5 of those qL.estloned repor'ted seelng that Dro- .

gram bmadcast the previous evening on the local educatlonal ‘UHF statlon

_ Clearly, +h1s altematlve is not at.tractlve. The second approach U‘tlllzeS' :

spot announcements for whlch time either will be pur'chased (the better and

more expensive optlon) or acqulred under statlon publlc serv:Lce announcermant
S

re_qulreménts . If the messages could be linked to some well known and re-

spected research./hospltal/ federal unit or ~agency, both pa_ld and free time
oug,ht be more readlly avallable
(2) As stated before, one of the explanatlons for the general 1nef- .

fectlveness of the media in convertlng recelvers from one pos1tlon to another '

¥
s
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,' is-the barmage of competlng messages which serve to cancel each other out.

Q
)

~ When the referent is a taboo a near monopoly sitvation ex1sts——e1ther the |
object/behavior/topic is avoided/omitted/bleepeé-out or is generally‘placed
in a negative light. Thus, whether the message 1s expllclt or 1mp11c1t the
very effectlve monopoly-o%—messages persuasive s1tuatlon ex1sts : s
Given this s1tuatlon, anti-taboo medla camy 1gms are seen to have
potentlal impact in elther of two ways. ‘First, the canpalgn messages can be
seen as neutrallzlng the tradltlonal messages which relnforce the taboo
: Second the campalgn messages probably will be more expllclt than thOSe
' fostering - the taboo (especlally if the taboo is based on the om1ss1on 01 the
. béhavior or the toplc) In th1s case, the campaign would create for 1tself
‘a monopoly—of—messages srtuatlon Thus the follow1ngpanalys1s of the. situa-
ticn 1s‘offered W1th competlng messages one's attltude converglng on the
mean of the messages recelved would fall between the extremes of the altern—
atives suggested and the campaign would move the attitude to a less taboo
pOS1tlon. If dur;ng the campaign there are no competlmg nessages, the mean
of the messages,(the dependent attitude) will move turther amd more swiftly
- toward the camoaign‘s anti-taboo staﬁce; |
If‘the'taboo‘were communicative, this researcher doubts that counter-
_-camoaigh, pro—taboo messages would be created and broadcast. Even if such .
. messages were aired, they:might be defeating their purpose in tﬁat they would
‘ have to expllcltly state on the air what they. felt should not be stated on
the air.” Thus, it is predlcted that antl—communlcatlve taboo medla campalgms

v W1ll meet w1th llttle or no nessage oppos1tlon and will overcome the com-

. ) ‘petlng nessage barrier which mediates aga1nst media effects
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In summary, this section has-attemoted to deal With‘the impact of the

:media_in campaigns.designed to remove.taboos However, g1ven £he lack of
evidence bearing directly on the 1ssue of medla campaigns and taboos empha51s
"was placed on the.ablllty of the medla to provide information and move attl- '
‘tudes in a more generallzed sense. Here we found that the media (1) are
~able to 1mpart knowledge and (2) can serve as agents of - attltude change
Flnally, it was demonstrated’how mass media antl—taboo campalgns can-overcome
the barriers whlch some medla researchers belleve serve to mltlgate medla

.(}

effects. .‘

HYPOTHESES
Given the conceptual de;elopment of taboo and the research deallng with,
campalgns and mass medla effects, thls researcher takes the pos1tlon that in
campalgns des1gned to reduce taboos, the mass medla w1ll be effective agents
of information gain and attitude change "~ The follow1ng.hypotheses spec1fy
- these relatlonshlps | |

: Hi: There is a posltlve relationship. between the number of
' anti-taboo media messages received and the amount of
knowledge one has about the taboo

H2: There is a positive relatlonshlp between the- number of
‘ anti-taboo media messages received and the perceived.
sallence of the taboo topic.

' 'H3: There is a positive relationship between the number of
' anti-taboo media messages received and the number of
- situations which are seen as appropriate for the
behavior or communlcatlon

y* There is an inverse relationship between the number of
anti-taboo media _messages réceived and the amount of
discomfort felt in situations where the taboo behavior
or topic is performed or discussed.

K
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HS: There is a positive relationshib between the number of
. anti-taboo media messages received and the number of
situations-in which the heretofore taboo behavior or
, topic is performed or discussed.
Analysis of a reSearcherbeontrolled mass media anti—taboo campeign

should demonstrate the valldlty and utlllty of this researcher s conceptual—

1zatlon of taboo and the hypotheses developed

Y
ralE
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