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‘Relationships between social scientists and the state are affected by three
things: prevailing paradigms of the relationship between social science
knowledge and public policy, the career activities of social scientists as
they try to create a market for their work, and changes in the functions
and needs of the state that create the demand for social science research
in the policy process.' Though schelarly writing has never been con-
sidered an official source of law in the western legal tradition, it has
played a decisive role in framing legal rules, disseminating legal knowl-
edge throughout the world, and training those who become policy-
makers.” Beyond the world of scholarship, researchers may have a variety
of relationships with government, including the roles researchers may
play as staffers, consultants, advocates, or facilitators both within and
outside of government who bring the two sides together. Teaching is also
a path to policy influence, for some of the most valuable facilitators are
active politicians whose education engrained in them a habit of relying
upon research and the skills to critically evaluate it.®

The only systematic research into academic participation in commu-
nication policy-making was a 1973 study® that looked only at individu-
als from the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass
Communication {AEJMC) who were involved with teaching broadcast-
ing which found only a very small percentage of faculty members had
made any attempt at all to offer input to policy-makers. Those who had
done so were more likely to have advanced degrees from elite institu-
tions, and to have spent more years in teaching and research than those
who had not. The greatest successes occurred at the local level, where
personal relationships of trust reinforced the impact of any scholarly
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expertise. Because input was generally offered via letters never read by
the politicians to whom they were sent, most information offered by aca-
demics never reached those to whom it had been sent. While the popu-
lation examined in this study was small, a broader study thar looked
across the social sciences similarly found that researchers involved were

** on bor-

largely working at the “handicraft, informal, self-help level
rowed or contributed time.

Formal relationships with the government may be direct and
publicized, as when research organizations such as the Congressional
Research Service (CRS) or the Office of Technology Assessment {OTA)
are set up specifically for the purpose of providing input into policy-
making, or they may not be public, as when researchers become involved
in classified defense-related work or work at the level of “invitation
only” communications, Informal but direct relationships develop via
conferences, through the influence of foundations, via lobbying, and as
a result of ad hoc interactions. Influence can also be indirect, whether
intended (as through the work of public intellectuals) or unintended (as
when the results of research reported upon by the mass media have an

impact on the thinking of decision-makers).
Formal Relationships: Working for the Government

The degree to which the relationship between researchers and policy-
makers is formalized is among the important ways in which the policy-
making processes of nation-states differ. In France, for example, an elite
educational institution prepares researchers specifically for permanent
government service, while in the United States relationships form via
multiple routes and may be sporadic. In the abstract formal and endur-
ing positions within government might seem ideal, but in practice—at
least in the U.S. context-—the experience has been so franght with polit-
ical complications that it has lead to a great deal of frustration on at
least the part of many researchers. Schools of policy and public admin-
istration in the United States do provide training for government service,
largely preparing those who go into middle management rather than
leadership positions, and most often for individuals who will go into
service at the state rather than the federal level. Research grants are
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another way scholars can work directly for the government. Such grants
are usually, but not always, provided quite publicly, most often today
from the National Science Foundation (NSF) but also from the Depart-
ment of Commerce {in communication, often via the National Telecom-
munications and Information Administration, or NTIA}, the National
Institute of Health {NIH), and other sources.

Public Relationships

There have been several attempts to Institutionalize the incorporation
of research into communication policy-making processes, though it is
striking that even presidents who depend heavily upon research in
other contexts have often failed to do so when it came to information
technologies and their uses. President Hoover, on whose wartch the FCC
was formed, is a premiere example—while he relied heavily upon
research in other areas of policy-making, when it came to the commu-
nications industry he turned almost exclusively to the corporate world.*®
The Congressional Research Service regularly 1ssues reports on commu-
nication policy matters, but these are often merely compilations of
proposed legislation or of the range of policy alternatives on the table.”
The Federal Communications Commission {FCC) conducts research on

¥ and solicits input from scholars regarding policy options, but

1ts own
too often relies almost exclusively upon data provided by corporations
in the industries being regulated in a form of industry capture through
control over information and upon economics for the analytical tools to
be used.’

There was a short period during which a communication policy func-
tion was brought within the White House via the Office of Telecommu-
nications Policy (O'TP},' but this group often actually tried to reduce the
impact of research on policy-making. In 1971, for example, then-
director of the OTP Clay Whitehead atracked the use of audience
research by those in public broadcasting as inappropriately giving in to
commercialism during the Administration’s general campaign against the
media.'" The fact that research undertaken within the OTP produced
outcomes that did not always agree with what the White House wanted"
may have also had an influence on the entity’s ultimate abandonment,
though policy analysis that cannot be critical is much diminished in
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value. Overall, the researchers who held positions in the OTP had to
balance their expertise with service to the president’s political needs,!
Ultimately, the OTP morphed into the National Telecommunications and
Information Administration {(NTIA), which for a number of years con-
tinued to commission research on the use of new information tech-
nologies, particularly via evaluations of experimental uses of such
technologies for purposes of community developoment. The Clinton
White House paid a great deal of attention to information technology .
through advisors to the president, but while the shell for this type of -
input remains in place, it is hollow under George W. Bush.

The Office of Technology Assessment {OTA), established in 1972 to
respond to congressional requests for background reports on science and
technology problems,' lead the way for a number of years in identify- "
ing emergent policy issues raised by the use of new information tech-
nologies. The relationship between the OTA and Congress went through
a series of stages,” falling apart completely just at the point that making
policy for the information infrastructure had risen to the top of the
national agenda. A variety of factors accounted for this failure, includ-
ing perceptions of staff overpoliticization, the need to serve multiple con-
stituencies simultaneously, and the lack of a direct link with an outside
client in whose interests it was to ensure OTA’s survival. Many believe
that the tension between the short-term interests of legislators and the
long-term nature of policy problems examined by the OTA was another
factor that may have undermined its support.'® Legislators’ lack of famil-
iarity with the processes of technology assessment combined with the
importance of the choices to be made also contributed to discomfort with
the OTA for its reports brought into public view congressional inade-
quacies. All of these factors combined to make the agency an easy target
for those looking for items to cut out of the federal budget.'"” The OTA
remains on the books, however, and if funds are appropriated could be
brought back to life. Suggestions to do so have reappeared in the first
years of the twenty-first century though they do not yet seem politically
likely to succeed.

While the federal government has spent huge sums of money on
research grants dealing with new information technologies, very little of
it has gone to social scientists. The vast majority of funding in the area
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of communications by the NSF has gone to support the development of
hardware and software, not research into the uses and effects of the tech-
notogies. Even when social science research questions are designed into
a research proposal, they are often sidelined once funds arrive at an insti-
tution.'® Only in the late 1990s did the NSF launch some research pro-
grams sceking analysis of digital technologies by those in the social
sciences. Access to these funds, however, is limited to those social scien-
tists who can design their projects into a collaboration with colleagues
involved in the most advanced and large-scale of hardware and sofeware
projects. In addition, many of those funds have been redirected since
9-11 to development of new surveillance technologies or to cover non-
research activities otherwise being cut from the federal budget. Support
for the Smithsonian Institution, for example, is now supposed to be an
NSF matter rather than a separate line item, drawing further funds away
from research. Massive sums are also directed to R&D in the area of
information technologies by the Department of Defense, but again the
goal is to develop technologies rather than to evaluate them. While there
was an assumpiion for a long time that innovations generated in response
to defense needs would “trickle down” into society-wise use, historical
analysis shows that this actually is very rarely the case.” Those com-
peting for the research funds available are most likely to succeed if they
can demonstrate the kind of sustained and in-depth focus that builds
genuine expertise in a specific substantive area.”

Becoming involved with lobbying is another public way in which
researchers can attempt to bring the results of their work into the policy-
making process. Individuals may choose to become lobbyists them-
selves—which in the United States requires registering with the
government and reporting annually on income and expenses, the general
and specific issues issues upon which one lobbies and the specific bill
numbers involved, and the names of clients {though not the names of
legistators of executive branch officials individually lobbied). A signifi-
cant percentage of those who work full-time for advocacy groups pro-
moting the public interest in the area of information and communication
policy have advanced degrees, including among the leadership. These
nonprofit organizations—which must also register as lobbyists with
the government—often undertake and publish research of their own,
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sometimes presenting their work within scholarly contexts as well as via
the mass media and in genres aimed directly at policy-makers. Many also
use their websites to provide portals to pertinent academic research of
which they are aware. Even more academics provide support functions
to lobbyists and lobbying groups in areas on issues about which they
particularly care, helping to create analytical materials, providing back-
ground information, and participating in public events.

Non-public Relationships

The military has been an important influence on communication regu-
lation since the beginning.*' Secret relationships between researchers
and the government develop when social scientists are commissioned in
support of national security goals, whether during wartime or peace.
Christopher Simpson,* an investigative journalist turned scholar with a
penchant for archival research, has examined such secret relationships
in the field of communication. Much of the information on which his
history of communication research is based was classified and only
became accessible once declassified and made available through use of
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), The work has been controver-
sial; many institutions about whom he reports, such as the Institute of
Communications Research at the University of Illinois, prefer not to
acknowledge the relationships uncovered in their own versions of their
histories. There is of course the possibility that unacknowledged support
may bias the work that results, as Rowland® suggests was the case with
Ithiel de Sola Pool’s analyses of international communication that were
secretly funded by the NSF.

Informal Relationships: Working with the Government

Informal relationships between communication researchers, though they
may be ad hoc, may have more enduring impact than those that are
formal. This can happen when they shape the perceptions and modes of
thought of policy-malkers in addition to or instead of providing specific
policy suggestions; such impact derives from personal relationships of
trust between decision makers and researchers. Informal relationships
can also have widespread impact when those involved play leadership
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roles in the field, for their activities and ideas will provide direction
and structure for what many other researchers do and how the field
of communications is taught. Think tanks, foundations, and conferences
provide informal means through which such relationships can be
built.

Think Tanks and Foundations
Foundations and think tanks, a U.S. policy innovation that has by now
been exported for use in both the developed and developing worlds,™
have been among the most successful institutional responses to the
problem of systematically bringing the results of research into policy-
making processes. They play important roles in the development of
communications policy by directing both researchers and policy-makers
to specific questions and by funding research and institutional and tech-
nological experimentation useful for the examination of policy alter-
natives. The Rockefeller Foundation led the way, concerned with
communication issues firs¢ because of the United States’ need to integrate
immigrants into society in the 1930s and then because of the need to
build support for American entry into World War IL

Shaping public and governmental discourses on policy matters has
been a key function of think tanks and foundations.”® The Ford Foun-
dation gets credit, for example, for bringing the phrase “behavioral
sciences” into play to describe what many social scientists do, having
chosen the term for its own purposes at a time when there was debate
within Congress over how to describe the activities of the National
Science Foundation at its creation.”® In communication, the “Lasswellian
formula” for modeling the process of communication—who says what
to whom in what channel with what effect—developed in the course of
Rockefeller Foundation conversations that intended to and succeeded in
establishing a research agenda for the field of communication.*

Examples of foundaticn influence upon the field of communication are
rife: The Ford Foundation’s support for diffusion research in the 1940s
was key to the emergence of development communications and, later, to
the establishment of public television in the United States.” Rand’s work
with operarions research and the application of game theory to problems
of warfare provided a model for the type of projects appropriate for the
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National Science Foundation (NSF) once it was established. In a more
recent example, Ford supported experimentation with information tech-
nologies for peace-making and peace-keeping purposes via incorporation
of their use into arms control agreements.”” Think tanks such as the
American FEnterprise Institute, Heritage Foundation, and the Hoover -
Institution promoted deregulation of communications, as well as the -
incorporation of trade in services (international information flows)
within international trade agreements,” One of the extremely powerful
but indirect means by which foundations influence policy is in serving as
agenda-setters for government funding agencies such as the NSE,

Up until the late 1960s, foundations could devote their resources -
directly to the promotion of specific policies—Ford support for public '
television was a particularly successful example of such efforts. A change .
in the law, however, now makes it illegal for foundations to directly
engage in advocacy work if they want to retain their nonprofit status. It
is still possible, however, for such organizations to fund the research nec-
essary for development of policy alternatives or that can provide evalu-
ations of existing policies. They can also still support venues in which
multiple voices both within and outside of government can be brought
into a common discourse on policy problems.

Policy historian Frank Fischer®' believes that without access to foun-
dations as a medium of discourse, no interest group can today effectively
participate in the policy process. At the time of writing, 2 number of
think tanks and foundations are active in the area of communication
policy. The Markle and Benton foundations support efforts to represent
the public interest in communication policy-making. Each is involved in
several issue areas, but as examples of their focit the Benton Foundation
is devoting much of its resources in the early twenty-first century to prob-
lems raised by the digital divide, and the Markle Foundation has taken
the lead in providing support for public debate over the civil liberties
implications of the often radical changes in pertinent policy put in place
since the attack on the World Trade Center. The Ford Foundation is pro-
moting closer relationships between researchers and policy-makers,
trying to broaden the community of communication researchers involved
in the policy process, and building an evidentiary record to strengthen
the ability of those concerned about the public interest in communica-
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tion policy to build strong arguments. The Rockefeller Foundation is
interested in the Internet as both a site of political activity and of com-
munity development, and in the relationship of the arts to both of those.
The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace is pursuing questions
that arise out of the impact of new information technologies on foreign
policy.

While much of the work that think tanks and foundations undertake
is publicly announced, many of their most influential forms of influence
my are not a matter of public knowledge because they are conducted in
“invitation only” settings. One of the most powerful ways in which a
group such as the Rockefeller Foundation can assert influence is through
shaping the research agenda for a governmental entity such as the
National Science Foundation, a form of power that occurs not only via
published reports but also through interpersonal connections based on
long-standing institutional and personal relationships. The Social Science
Research Council (SSRC) is another example of an entity that is
described as “independent™ and “not for profit” that plays a powerful
role in shaping government policy in the area of communication, infor-
mation, and culture through a combination of commissioned reports the
importance of which is communicated in private settings to government
officials who expect to have an open ear to this particular source of input.
These are highly influential ways of bringing the results of communica-
tion research to the attention of policy-makers—but they are available
only to those who have achieved entry into an “inner citcle” of scholars
whose work has been deemed acceptable, most often scholars from a
small number of elite institutions.*

Conferences

Conferences are a means through which policy-makers, policy analysts
who serve as consuliants, and academics can come to get to know each
other both through formal presentations of relevant work and through
informal networking. General conferences in the field, such as those of
the International Communication Association (ICA) and the Interna-
tional Association for Media and Communication Research (IAMCR),
are often attended by those involved in policy analysis just for this
purpose. One annual conference specific to this purpose was set up in




230 Sandra Braman

the early 1970s as an offshoot of the OTP, the Telecommunications
Policy Research Conference (TPRC). Owen,* long an insider, reports on
TPRC at the 25-year mark, One of the functions since the beginning has
been serving as a venue for explicit examination of problems that have
been arising from the convergence of broadcasting and telecommunica-
tions technologies. Park’s analysis of the impact of cable research at the
first TPRC in 1972, for example, was one of the first to appear. Part of
TPRC’s impact has come from publication of a series of volumes of a
small proportion of the papers presented each year.

While TPRC has remained at arm’s-length from the government, under
the leadership of former government employee Brian Kahin, the Depart-
ment of Commerce and other governmental agencies have organized a
conference on a new type of issue, the policy implications of the out-
sourcing of governmental functions, in the fail of 2002. Kahin, who pre-
viously ran a successful and important series of conferences out of the
JFK School at Harvard and is now on the faculty of the University of
Maryland, provides a model of the value of the broker function between
academic research and policy-making.

Another model of the utility of convening policy-makers and acade-
mics for focused attention on specific issues is provided by Eli Noam’s
Columbia Institute for Tele-Information (CITI). For years Noam has run
a series of day-long seminars on a wide range of issues raised by telecom- -
munications policy. Not as full-blown as conferences, these seminars
have the advantage that it is much easier to attract a high-powered set
of participants to an event that requires only a day rather than a longer
time period. Noam’s events often present the first pablic conversation
about cutting edge issues and ideas; early twenty-first-century seminars
have looked, for example, at the topics of nano-regulation of the global
information infrastructure and at the effect of the stock market and inno-
vative investment instruments on the impact of the implementation of
telecommunications policy. CITI serves an additional discourse-shaping
function by running longer training seminars, often with attendees from
around the world, in technical matters such as the accounting systems
used by telecommunications regulatory agencies.

One of the ways that the organizers of conferences effectively extend
their impact to audiences far larger than those of attendees is through
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publication of books that result from conference presentations and dis-
cussion. TPRC has not done this every year, but has produced some
volumes of this kind. Kahin’s series of conferences that constituted the
Harvard Information Infrastructure Project produced a number of highly
influential books.” Many of Noam’s seminars also have produced books
for wider dissemination of the ideas presented.*

Indirect Relationships: Serving the Polity

In a democracy, everyone participates in the policy process to the extent
thar they take part in discourse in the public sphere, express opinion,
and vote. Thus ways in which communication researchers can attempt
to influence decisions by policy-makers include those efforts directed at
the polity as a whole and at discourse within the public sphere. It is for
this reason that Habermasian notions are increasingly important to
policy analysts.” Some of this activity takes place when researchers delib-
erately take on the role of public intellectual in an effort to shape policy-
related discourse, some comes about in the course of research on how
to design content that contributes to that discourse, and some occurs
simply as a by-product of reports on the results of research in the mass
media. There are genre implications for researchers who seek to com-
municate with lay audiences; the effectiveness of policy arguments can
be vastly increased when the results of research and their implications
are translated into terms accessible to the press.’”

The Public Intellectyal
During the 1990s, a number of those within the field began to call for a
larger presence of communication researchers among public intellectu-
als—that is, as individuals who present their scholarly ideas in public
forums such as the mass media with the intention of contributing to
policy-related public discourse. This is a particularly important time for
those who know something about the effects of the use of information
and communication technologies to step forward.*®

Ellen Wartella* points to the failure of academics to enter public con-
versations as among the reasons that research into the effects of media
violence on children has had so little impact in the policy world.* Each
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new medium has stimulated research into its effects on children; with
television, this became one of the most-researched topics in the field.*!
Though the word “policy” is not usually attached to decision making in
the private sectot, research on children and television is also pertinent to
content producers as part of their self-regulatory efforts to improve the
quality of television, as in the [ormative work that led to the prosocial
children’s programming of Sesarme Street.* Since such private sector deci-
sion making is not susceptible to the types of formal input opportunities
found in public sector decision making, the role of public intellectuals is
even more important as one of the few ways of reaching the decision-
making audience. The broader implication is thar with the growing
privatization of formerly public government functions, therefore, public
intellectuals become even more impeortant.

Research for the Polity
Questions such as universal access to the Internet, the degree to which -
voices heard through the mass media express diverse viewpoints, and
programming choices by government-supported media all raise research
questions regarding the nature of the public sphere on behalf of the polity :
itself.** The relationship between the shaping of funding sources through
regulation and content diversity has received some research attention,™ ~
but other topics involving the polity have not. With a few notable excep- |
tions,* research on the actual experience of attempts at universal service,
for example, have been driven by telephone company concerns about
quantitatively measurable service levels and penetration rather than the
needs and desires of individual users.

In a dramatic manifestation of the disappearance of the individual and "
the household from consideration in analysis of telecommunications ©
policy, the term “users” now actually refers to large corporations such °
as Citibank and American Express rather than human beings. Just as in
the late 1970s and early 1980s the naivete of policy-makers regarding
the concept of “standards” when applied to technical matters made it
possible for AT&T to gain a certain amount of policy-making support
for what was believed to be its standards for quality of service rather
than specific technological features, so the shift in the definition of “user”
enabled policy-makers to misread some portions of the Telecommunica-
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tions Act of 1996: The universal access provisions of the Act are
actually references to mandated forms of interconnection among corpo-
rations that are service providers, not another facet of universal access
to service by individuals and households.

Stavitsky* has explored the reluctance of those invelved with public
radio to use research to determine the actual needs, interests, and
responses of the audience. (Public broadcasting is a policy issue both
because of the public support involved and because of the purposes it is
intended to serve in society.) It is a revealing analysis: Much of the resis-
tance to the use of audience ratings in public broadcasting stems from
the fear that analyzing the audience would in itself transform nonprofit
content into something driven by the profit motive. Though ratings data
and related types of quantitative analysis have been used by the British
public radio service, the BBC, since the 1930s and began to receive atten-
tion in the United States in the 1970s,%” it was long resisted in the United
States because it was perceived to be only of commercial rather than
public interest concern. This yielded one more contradiction—denial of
the importance of the public in programming for the public.** Commu-
nication research and policy can interact in many ways in the area of
public broadcasting: as in any type of organization, research can be used
both to justify a budgetary commitment and to destroy a budget; or to
identify a community as defined through its preferences and to destroy
a community as defined by a shared commitment to public radio pro-
duction.* Still, resistance to its use has remained so great that as part of
its public interest advocacy program the Benton Foundation commis-
sioned a report encouraging more independent research devoied to
improving the quality of public broadcasting.”

Research on the Public Sphere

Research reports need not be directly aimed at policy-makers in order to
have an impact. Mass media reports of research results of interest to
journalists also provide inpugs into policy-making. It is for this reason
that the National Communications Association (NCA) has inserted itself
into the gatekeeping process for journalists seeking sources on
communication-related matters, trying to direct queries to scholars
whose expertise the association deems pertinent. Increasing numbers of
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individual scholars, too, have realized that keeping their campus media
relations people informed about their research can lead to public expo-
sure to their work that in turn can reach the ears and eyes of policy-
makers. General publication of the results of public opinion surveys can
also fill this function. Gaziano® analyzed the correlation between shifts
in public opinion on First Amendment-related issues and Supreme Court
decisions in the same area as one example of how this can happen; while
the relationship she describes is only correlational, not causal, it makes
clear the role that survey results can play as decision-making support.

The impact of public opinion research on other types of decision-
makers has been more thoroughly studied.”® The political impact of
public opinion suggests that another important topic of study for
researchers is the construction of surveys themselves. It is well known
that differences in wording can significantly affect survey results; a study
of all public opinion surveys on First Amendment-type issues through
the mid-1980s at the national and State of Minnesota levels (over three
hundred fifty surveys), for example, found that support for free speech
was much higher when questions were phrased in the abstract rather
than including details of specific problem situations.* Shifts in wording
in surveys dealing with political matters over time serve as indicators
of changes in public discourse.” Both substantive information and envi-
ronmental cues may affect responses to policy-relevant survey ques-
tions.” The results of survey research will be more easily accepted if the
questions asked are in terms comprehensible to the audience intended
for the results.”® As sociologist David Riesman®” commented in a notable
piece that today reads poignantly for what it tells us about our loss of
research innocence, the mode of presentation of surveys and the identity
of those conducting surveys, too, can influence whether or not respon-
dents will in fact reveal their policy preferences.

Discussion
There is a wide range of roles that researchers can play if they want the

results of their work to be taken into account in the course of policy-
making. At the most common end of the spectrum, individuals within
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academia produce work for publication in typical scholarly venues that
they then distribute to pertinent policy-makers in hopes the work—
despite the peculiarities of the peer-reviewed journal article genre, the
length and density of the texts that result, and the opacity of academic
jargon—will be both read and its implications understood. At the other
extreme, researchers can of course enter public office themselves, though
the personality traits that characterize researchers means that they are
rarely tempted by the lifestyle of politicians. In between come roles such
as contract researcher, government employee, advocate, and public intel-
lectual. Other roles less typically viewed as policy relevant, such as that
of the teacher, also have significant potential for influence in the long
run. The more enduring impacts of social scientists specializing in com-
munications on government have not always come from those relation-
ships that are public and/or direct. This is at least in part due to the fact
that such efforts are often piecemeal, while less public and/or indirect
relationships may underlie massive ongoing programs that have field-
shaping consequences.

Academic socialization does not always prepare individuals for success
in the policy world. Intellectual life is highly competitive and often com-
bative, while the work of policy-makers is most successful when it builds
strong personal relationships and trust. Academics make their careers by
promoting ideas that differ from those of others, but policy-makers seek
consensus, While the slow rhythms of academic life are precisely what
is needed to do the research and thinking needed to come up with new
policy ideas and substantive critiques, they also leave many researchers
unprepared or unable to respond in a sufficiently timely way to the
deadline-oriented needs of policy-makers. The need to cope with these
tensions leads to the kinds of negotiations discussed in the section of this
book on relationships with academia. They leave behind the messages,
though, that developing a focused research agenda and building personal
relationships with policy-makers are key. The sustained and focused
efforts by Eli Noam and Brian Kahin provide models of the value of com-
bining individnal research with activities that bring policy-makers and
academics together in the course of building a discourse and epistemic
community around cutting-edge issues.
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