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Impact of Mass Media on Economic
Growth of Underdeveloped Countries

ALEXANDER R. GAVITT, JR.

Introduction

FOR CENTURIES most of the world’s population have had
their environment shaped by their individual and collective ex-
periences. Man was limited in his direct contacts with others
based on how far he could walk in a day. There was no radio, no
television, no newspaper, no professional communicators to tran-
scend his experience beyond peasant society. The world for these
people was in village or communal living. Their society was in-
fluenced by the social hierarchy (mostly word-of-mouth communi-
cation from elders) and by immediate past experiences in the
community. However, the range of this direct experience was
greatly widened by the recent appearance of the airplane, the
road, and the automobile, the bus. “Much more profound,” Mili-
kan stated, “has been the explosive extension of vicarious experi-
ence through the printed word, the radio, the motion picture” (1).

Milikan went on to point out: “We have only recently begun
to think seriously about the management of this revolution (com-
munication) in the service of human welfare. . . . If the new so-
cieties are to take advantage of the opportunities modern technol-
ogy opens to them of manipulating their environment, their mem-
bers must radically widen their perception of choices they can
make in their daily lives in ways for which their direct and in-
herited experience gives them no guidance whatsoever. The
heart of this process lies in vicarious experience to which the key
is modern communication” (2).

Objectives

The purpose of this research study is to delineate the role and
spread of mass media and its impact on economic development
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of underdeveloped E:p()untries. This wilirmbe étl_me]'by ﬁrst present-

ing some definitions about mass communication, followed by a
brief description of how the mass media in the countries of the
world operate under four major theories. This serves to provide
a framework upon which we can gain a broader perspective of
the mass media in underdeveloped countries. Attention is then
turned to an examination of the economic development process
itself, along with a listing of the contributions communication
and the mass media have made to social and economic develop-
ment. Next the problem of frustrations as created by the mass
media will be discussed, together with how mass media spread.
Finally, some data will be presented on the distribution of mass
media, primarily for the underdeveloped countries of Brazil and
the United Arab Republic (formerly Egypt).

Definitions of Terms and Concepts

At this point it is appropriate to define several terms as used in
this study. First, the term underdeveloped countries refers to
those countries in which per capita real income is low ($600 and
under) when compared with the per capita income (81,000 and
over) for the United States, Australia, Canada, and the countries
of Western Europe. Examples of underdeveloped countries with
low per capita income include Brazil, El Salvador, Ghana, Guate-
mala, Iran, and the United Arab Republic.

Communication refers to the process of transmitting man’s
intentions, feelings, desires, knowledge, and experience between
individuals (3).

Mass communications refers to a special kind of communica-
tion involving the following operating conditions: nature of the
audience, the communication experience (message), the communi-
cator, and the communication channel.

Nature of the audience. Mass communication is directed
toward a relatively large, heterogeneous, and anonymous audi-
ence. This means that messages addressed to specific individuals
via letters, telephone calls, and telegrams are not customarily
regarded as mass communications. Rather, messages conveyed in
newspapers and over radio and television stations may be thought
of as mass forms of communications. By a large audience is
meant any audience exposed during a short time and of such a
size that the communicator could not interact with its members
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ence be heterogeneous. Mass communicated news is directed to
an aggregation of individuals occupying a variety of positions
within the society—persons of varying ages, both sexes, different
levels of education, from many geographic areas, and so on. Fin-
ally, the requirement of anonymity means that the individual au-
dience members generally remain personally unknown to the
communicator.

Nature of the communication experience. Mass communication
may be characterized as public, rapid, and transient. They are
public because their content is open to public surveillance. They
are rapid because the messages reach large audiences within a
short time, or even simultaneously. Last, they are transient be-
cause they are usually intended to be used right away and are
thus regarded as expendable.

Nature of the communicator. The communicator or message
sender in mass media works through a highly complex, organized
organization involving an extensive division of labor and usually
a large outlay of expense.

Nature of the communication channel. The communicator
transmits a message through a communication channel such as
newspaper, radio, or television, or a combination of these or all
three simultaneously.

This section has presented several definitions of terms dealing
mostly with mass communications. Our discussion now turns to
alternative systems of mass communications which have been de-
veloped in different societies, so that we can gain a better per-
spective on the communication systems of underdeveloped coun-
tries.

Four Theories of Mass Media

Three social scientists in international mass communications
have recently viewed the communication systems of the world as
operating under four major theories (4). They are as follows:

1. Soviet-Communist. The mass media are committed to car-
rying out Communist theory and policy to the people or the
masses. The media rally support for the Party and government
and are intended to raise the general level of culture among the
people. Soviet communications involve strict review and control
over the media and content by the government.
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2. Libertarian. It dominates the Anglo-American and many

other Western countries. The meda operate under a minimum
(and if possible no) government restriction. There is emphasis on
freedom of the media and freedom of expression within certain
limitations. Material considered libelous and obscene are, of
course, not permitted by the courts in the mass media.

3. Social responsibility. This theory, which is also evident in
the Anglo-American tradition, places more emphasis on the moral
and social responsibilities of persons or institutions which operate
the mass media. The public or audience often is provided infor-
mation and an opportunity for discussion of important social is-
sues. In many cases the mass media in Western nations is seen to
operate under both the libertarian and social responsibility theo-
ries, with some experts indicating that there is a trend toward the
latter concept.

4. Authoritarian. Under this theory the media are most often
found in the predominantly agricultural, less developed countries,
with the system of mass communications being rather limited.
The media may be public or privately owned, but their main
function is “to support and advance the policies of the govern-
ment in power; and to service the state” (5). There are strict gov-
ernmental procedures of licensing and censorship of the mass
media. This permits the government to exercise strong restraint
of any criticism of itself as well as from public officials.

There are two significant characteristics of communication sys-
tems in underdeveloped countries, which are discussed below.
They are, first, the extensiveness of group exposure to the mass
media and, second, the operation of word-of-mouth-communica-
tion which is often linked to the mass media. There is every rea-
son to believe that these two features still exist in these countries
today (also may be found in industrial countries), despite a slight
alteration in the communications system.

To illustrate both of these characteristics, let us look at a study
of radio listenership in four Arabic countries—Egypt, Jordan,
Lebanon, and Syria (6). Results of this investigation, conducted
by the Bureau of Applied Social Research of Columbia University
in 1952, showed that the majority of people in these countries
listened to radio at home. However, a sizable minority—about 30
per cent—listened outside the home, usually in schools, clubs, at
work, friends or neighbors, local coffee houses, or elsewhere.
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Llstemng outside the home—in group situations—was more hkely

to be the pattern of the poor and destitute than for the minority
of well-to-do citizens.

This analysis of general radio listening in four Arabic countries has
turned up one phenomenon which, by American standards, is uncom-
mon. That is the great amount of listening which goes on outside the
home — in coffee houses, in homes of friends and neighbors, and so on.
These guest listeners, who are such by necessity rather than by choice,
are the poor and uneducated segments of the population who cannot
afford to buy radios. But, despite difficulties which they have in hear-
ing radios, they are a sustained audience. More than half of them
claim to listen almost every day. And large numbers, although not a
majority, report that they plan their listening in advance (7).

The role of word-of-mouth or informal communication is seen
in the second important feature of the Arabic radio audience:

Recent studies of personal influence show how important word-of-
mouth communication is, even in countries where the formal media are
well established and widely distributed. It is all the more important
in the Middle East where for centuries it has been the major channel
of influence and where the newer media, which might supplant it,
have not yet been fully developed (8).

In this study of Arab radio listeners, 10 per cent of the respon-
dents reported that they usually relied on other persons to supply
them with the news. An additional 25 per cent used both mass
media and word-of-mouth communications for their news. Thus,
over a third of the audience depended on word-of-mouth as their
primary source of news. Moreover, dependence on word-of-mouth
communications was very prevalent among those people with the
least amount of formal education as contrasted with the college
educated which received their news primarily from the radio.

The preceding presented a concise description of the operation
of mass media in the world under four major theories. This was
necessary to view in broader perspective the operation of the mass
media in underdeveloped countries. Now we will turn our discus-
sion at how modern communication and the mass media contrib-
ute to social and economic development of developing countries
(underdeveloped). Before doing so, it is first necessary to view
briefly the development process itself. After that, there will be a
discussion of the “harmful” effects mass media play in underde-
veloped countries, followed by how the media spread and how
they are distributed in the underdeveloped world.
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The Economic Development Process

It may be said that all theories of economic development agree
that there must be rapid economic productivity for economic
growth of any society to take place. Lerner observed that when
a rise in real income becomes significant:

It enables the society simultaneously to raise both demand and sav-
ing. We have seen that otherwise, in a poor society, small increases of
income tend to be consumed promptly — with nothing left over for
saving, hence investment. But when income rises rapidly enough to
permit higher consumption and also higher saving, then the growth
cycle is initiated. Higher investment leads to capital improvement and
rising productivity, which in turn raise real income enough to encour-
age both higher saving and demand. Thereby higher investment is
again stimulated — and the growth cycle becomes self-sustaining (9).

Thus, “the basic dynamic of economic development,” as Schramm
pointed out, is: “save and invest in productivity” (10).

Before any country makes the decision to promote and expand
industry, it must have developed to a certain level its agriculture,
human resources including educational institutions, and what
some economists call “social overhead.” The latter include basic
transport, irrigation power facilities, and communications. Es-
sentially, a developing country must channel its investment in-
come in all these sectors of the economy. Its development plan
must be balanced and show evidence of growth on a broad
front (11). Modernizing agriculture, upgrading human resources,
improving industrial skills, production, and efficiency—all these
developments take much time. They cannot be accomplished
overnight; they require a great deal of human change.

While many developing countries favor industrial growth ex-
pansion, attention must also be given to the agricultural sector of
the economy. Here, it is important to increase the productivity
of livestock and crops and at the same time take steps to modern-
ize and mechanize agriculture to feed the population adequately.
This will release workers from the farms for employment in in-
dustry. In highly developed countries such as the United States
and Canada, only seven to 20 per cent of the labor force is needed
to produce food for the population. On the other hand, in under-
developed countries the proportion of persons engaged in agricul-
tural occupations is much higher, ranging from 25 to 90 per
cent (12). Moreover, argicultural productivity is much lower in
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the food and fiber needs of the ever increasing population (13).

As was pointed out previously, it takes a great deal of time,
effort, and money to engineer human change. And yet, as Milikan
and Blackner noted: “The paramount requirements of change in
any society is that the people themselves must change” (14).

Contributions of Communication and the
Mass Media to Social and Economic Development

Communication is viewed here as the point where it becomes
so important for economic development. Explained Schramm:
“The task of the mass media of information and the ‘new media’
of education is to speed and ease the long, slow social transforma-
tion required for economic development and, in particular, to
speed and smooth the task of mobilizing human resources behind
the national effort” (15).

According to Schramm, the development of communications
must be made to help the people in at least six different ways (16).
Communication must be used: (1) To contribute to the feeling
of nation-ness, (2) As the voice of national planning, (3) To help
teach literacy and other necessary skills, (4) To help extend the
effective market, (5) To help prepare people to play their new
parts, and (6) To prepare the people to play their role as a nation
among nations.

More specifically, the mass media can promote the climate of
economic development in several different ways. The media have
the ability to report and inform the people on a variety of mat-
ters. They can help broaden horizons and help to develop the
quality of empathy (the capacity to see oneself in the other fel-
Jow’s situation). They can focus attention on certain topics such
as political campaigns, a new agricultural practice, or a new
health program. They can raise aspirations; they can create a
desire on the part of individuals to desire a better life. This ele-
ment of raising aspirations will be discussed further in succeeding
paragraphs.

The mass media can help only indirectly to change strongly
held attitudes or valued practices. They can infer status and
prestige upon an individual; they can provide a way to build lead-
ership among political leaders in developing countries. They can
broaden political discussion and policy making at the village level.
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police deviations from these norms. They can help form tastes,
such as in music and art. They can affect attitudes lightly held,
and slightly canalize stronger attitudes. They can be of great help
in all forms of teaching, adult education, and skills training.

Revolution of Rising Expectations

It is one thing to develop communications to help people
through economic development; it is another to bring it success-
fully to reality. The plan for economic development in underde-
veloped countries has given rise to the revolution of rising expec-
tations. During the 1950’s there was an abundant spread of eco-
nomic development projects in many of these countries. It was
assumed that if a new dam was built or a new a gricultural practice
was adopted, then it would generate the modernization process
automatically. But people began to experience frustration and
bitter disappointment because progress was not being made as
fast as it was hoped. Despite this, people for the first time ac-
quired a sense that a better life was possible for them under the
spectacle of economic development.

Revolution of Rising Frustrations

In the 1960’s there was a different kind of mood reflected amon g
the people of the underdeveloped world. Rising expectations
continued to spread among the people; however, at the same time
a counter revolution was taking place. There was a revolution of
rising frustrations—peoples” aspirations were exceeding their sat-
isfactions. This relationship can be expressed in the foIlowing
equation as adopted from a formula of William James (17):

. . Achievement
Satisfaction = ————
Aspiration

It is typical that aspirations outrun achievements; thus, people
get much less than they want. Consequently, this leads to a seri-
ous imbalance in this ratio which gives rise to frustrations. People
get much less than they want because they are so dissatisfied with
the progress made toward goals set by their peers.

Lerner listed six agents of social change that affect the ratio be-
tween the level of achievement and the level of aspiration (I8).
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They are the economy, the police, the family, the community, the

school, and the media. We will be concerned only with the mass
media insofar as they are a major instrument of social change.
The mass media bring new aspirations to the people and dissatis-
faction conceived as frustration of aspirations. Despite the frus-
tration risks, the mass media continue to spread among the under-
developed countries of the world. Finally, modernization (con-
ceived as maximization of satisfaction) can succeed if correspond-
ing communication theory and practice are followed.

It can be argued that the media teach people participation in
government by depicting them in new and strange situations and
by familiarizing them with a range of opinions they can choose.
It also can be said that the media have been used to stimulate
people in one way or another. It does so by raising their levels
of aspirations—for the good things in life. In all too many cases,
however, there is no adequate provision made for raising the
levels of achievement; thus, frustrations spread.

The level of economic development is a major condition which
determines whether the mass media spread in underdeveloped
countries. Lerner observed that “mass media spread in a direct
and monotonic relationship with a rising level of industrial ca-
pacity” (19). Another condition for the spread of mass media is
the ability to produce and maintain physical plants for the pro-
duction of media products (newspapers, books, magazines, etc.).
Cash, literacy, and motivation are other conditions that determine
the spread of mass media products. The media will flourish if and
only when all of these conditions are met within society (20).

Distribution of the Mass Media

It has been determined that the mass media can play a signifi-
cant role in the economic and social uplift of two-thirds of the
world’s people. Schramm confidently expressed: “If the mass
media or some equally potent and rapid means of information
were not available, it would be utterly impossible to think of na-
tional economic and social development in terms of the timetables
that are being attached to such development today” (21).

Let us, therefore, look at the availability of the mass media in
two underdeveloped countries: Brazil and the United Arab Re-
public. This will be followed by some general comments on the
availability and the use of the media in the world.
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TABLE I]O umglhgfl«)égplci)erd (Bﬂmnﬂmﬁxﬁé%giﬂlﬂl QEB&O PeoPLE

v BraziL anp THE UnNiTED Araps Repusric, 1954-1964

Daily newspapers
Circulation per

Country and year

Number 1,000 population
Brazil
1954 217 51
1955 235 50
1956 290 63
1957 233 507
1958 —
1959 252 60
1960 291 54
IOB ] e —enesssaemiiiEsEE Enmi
1962 264 53
1963 : 255 54
1964 227 32
United Arab Republic
1954
1955
1956 e e
O e e e i
1958 46 20
1959 S .
we0 . e pmes e
1961 e e
1962 33 17
1963 9 15
1964 — .

Source: United Nations Statistical Yearbook, 1954-1964.

! Circulation figures relate to 223 dailies only.
2 Circulation figures relate to 181 dailies only.
3 Circulation figures relate to 7 dailies only.

A look at the data in Table 1 reveals that there were 217 daily
newspapers in Brazil in 1954 as compared with 227 in 1964, with
the peak year being 1960 (291 dailies). More significant is the fact
that there was a downward trend in the circulation of dailies per
1,000 individuals, ranging from 60 in 1959 to 32 in 1964. Ex-
pressed another way, there was one daily newspaper published
for every 243,873 people in the country in 1960. For the United
Arab Republic, the data are mostly unavailable or unreported. In
spite of this, in 1958 there were 46 dailies in this country as com-
pared with only nine in 1963. In 1958 there were 20 papers per
1,000 individuals as compared with 15 in 1963. Based on 1960
population figures, there was one daily (1963 figure is used) for
every 2,898,369 people in this country (22).

The data in Table 2 show a much higher newsprint consump-
tion per individual in Brazil over the United Arab Republic. The
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TABLE % Hmf?spmm ONSUMPTION, (}QL%%L%%@ Oiulle{] EPG}I_IQ!SP@E%OHEELBITANT
v BraziL anp tHE UniTtep Aras RepusLic, 1954-1964

Year Kg. per capita Year Kg. per capita

Brazil United Arab Republic

1954 2.8 1954 1.0
1955 2.9 1955 0.9
1956 2.9 12 11 - S ——— 1.1
1957 3.6 B+ S 0.8
1958 3.2 1958 . 1.2
1959 3.3 1959 1.2
1960 32 1960 1.3
1961 2.9 11 - ) P — 19
1962 2.6 1962 1.5
1963.... 2.6 1963 1.6
1964 . 2.3 1964 e 1.4

Source: United Nations Statistical Yearbook, 1954-1964.

figures for the 1954 period were 2.8 and 1.0 for the respective
countries; in 1964 they were 2.3 and 1.4. Thus, it can be readily
seen that there was no noticeable long-term rate of growth in
newsprint consumption for both countries during this 1954 to
1964 time period.
Examination of the data in Table 3 shows that radio has been
owing much faster than newspapers and television in Brazil
and the United Arab Republic. Also, there was steady growth
in the number of television receivers or licenses for each country.
The significance of these data shows that there is relative scar-
city of the mass media, particularly newspapers, for these coun-
tries when compared with the total populations of highly devel-
oped countries. For example, current figures for the United States
show that it has a daily newspaper circulation of about one copy
for every three persons and nearly one radio set per person.
UNESCO has suggested that every country should aim to pro-
vide for every 100 of its inhabitants 10 copies of daily newspapers,
five radio receivers, two cinema sets, and two television receivers.
In a report to the United Nations, UNESCO stated:

As many as 100 states and territories in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America fall below this very low “minimum” level in all four of the
mass media. These countries have a combined population of 1,910
millions, or 66 per cent of the world total. An additional 19 countries
representing two per cent of the world population fall below the
“UNESCO minimum” in respect of three of the media. In short, nearly
70 per cent of the world’s people lack the barest means of being in-
formed of developments at home, let alone in other countries.

In point of fact, the actual situation is even worse because the above
criteria do not take into account the distribution of facilities within
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TaBLE 3. J%’U@L?!ﬁa‘ QPPE%%W@EQQQ% g!hgé‘ lls%lgn[\]"?&g\Ag‘hcmvmm N

Brazi anp THE UniteEp Aras RepusLic, 1954-1964

Radio receivers Television receivers
Gopnlry and year Code? Number Code Number
Thousands Thousands
Brazil
ol R 3,500 R 70
1955 e — - IR
1956 -~ et R 150
1957 R 4,570 —
1958 R 4,000 R 700
1959 R 4,570 R 850
1960 R 4,570 R 1,200
1961 o R 4,700 R 1,621
1962 s R 1,430
1963 R 7,200 R 1,800
1964 . R 7,500 R 2,300
United Arab Republic
1954 L 650 -
1955 L 800 R
1956 L 850 .
1957 L 1,000 -
1958 e -
1959 N e cxy . A e
1960 L 1,500 L 50
1961 L 1,750 L 90
1962 o L 1,800 S —
1963 L 1,980 L 197
1964 R 1,466 L 273

Source: United Nations Statistical Yearbook, 1954-1964.

*The data show either the number of licenses issued (indicated by L in the
code column) or the estimated number of radio receivers in use (indicated by R
in the code column). In many countries, a license may cover more than one re-
ceiver in the same household, and the data for number of licenses issued should
be used with caution since they fail in varying degrees to represent fully the
number of receivers in use.

countries. In many underdeveloped countries, over 60 per cent of the
population live in rural districts, whereas the facilities for information
are concentrated in a relatively few urban areas. Consequently, the
above very general analysis does not fully reflect the dearth of facilities
in the rural areas of most underdeveloped countries, and even of most
semi-developed countries which otherwise stand above the “UNESCO
minimum” level (23).

Wilbur Schramm made a study of the distribution of mass
communication throughout the underdeveloped world. Briefly
some of his major findings were as follows (24):

1. Latin America is further ahead in the development of mass
communication (newspapers, radio, and television) than either
Asia or Africa.

2. The less developed countries tend to depend on radio to
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reach their largely illiterate population. South America has moved
past the minimum UNESCO standard in radio, while Asia and
Africa will reach that standard for radio within a few years.

3. The rate of growth of newspapers is much less than in radio
in the underdeveloped countries. This is probably due to the high
rate of illiteracy and low educational attainment of the people in
these areas.

4. Although Latin America is further ahead in radio and news-
papers than in Africa and Asia, there is still a relative scarcity of
the mass media when compared wtih the well-developed coun-
tries of the world.

Summary

It has been seen that communication and more specifically the
mass media can and do play a significant role in promoting the
climate of economic development in underdeveloped countries.
At the same time, however, there is danger that the mass media
can produce rising frustrations because of lack of adequate pro-
vision for raising the levels of achievement among the peoples of
the underdeveloped world.

For the most part, the media in underdeveloped countries were
observed to be operating under the authoritarian concept; their
main function is to support and advance the policies of the gov-
ernment. There were two distinguishing characteristics of com-
munication systems in underdeveloped countries: the extensive-
ness of group exposure to the mass media and the operation of
word-of-mouth communication which is often linked to the mass
media.

Next we listed the contributions of communication and the
mass media in the service of national development. This was fol-
lowed by noting some of the conditions necessary for spreading
the mass media.

Finally, we looked at the distribution of the mass media in the
underdeveloped world, particularly for the countries of Brazil
and the United Arab Republic. The significance of the data, here,
showed that there is relative scarcity of the mass media, espec-
ially newspapers, for these underdeveloped countries when meas-
ured against the total populations of the more highly developed
countries of the world.
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