MAGIC BULLET / HYPODERMIC NEEDLE THEORY

HISTORY AND ORIENTATION

The magic "bullet /hypodermic needle theory” implied mass media had
a direct, immediate and powerful effect on its audiences. The mass
media in the 1940s and 1950s were perceived as a powerful influence
on behavior change.

Several factors contributed to this “strong effects” theory of
communication, including:

- The fast rise and popularization of radio and television

- The emergence of the persuasion industries, such as advertising
and propaganda

- The payne fund studies of the 1930s which focused on the
impact of motion pictures on children

- Hitler’s monopolization of the mass media during world war 2 to
unify the german public behind the nazi party
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— - @
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* LINEAR COMMUNICATION THEORY
» PASSIVE AUDIENCE
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CORE ASSUMPTIONS AND STATEMENTS

The theory suggests that the mass media could influence a very large
group of people directly and uniformly by “shooting” or “injecting”
them with appropriate messages designed to trigger a desired
response.

Both images used to express this theory (a bullet and a needle) suggest
a powerful and direct flow of information from the sender to the
receiver . The bullet theory graphically suggests that the message is a
bullet,fired from the “media gun” into viewer's “head” . With similarly
emotive imagery the hypodermic needle model suggests that media
messages are injected straight into a passive audience which is
immediately influenced by the message. They express the view that the
media is a dangerous means of communicating an idea because the
receiver or audience is powerless to resist he impact of message. There
is no escape from the effect of the message in these models. The
population is seen as a sitting duck. People are seen as passive and are
seen as having a lot of media material “shot” at them. People end up
thinking what they are told because there is no other source of
information.

New assesssments that the magic bullet theory was not accurate came
out of election studies “the people’s choice , “(Lazarsfeld, berelson and
gaudet, 1944/1968). The project was conducted during the election of
franklin D. Roosevelt in 1940 to determine voting patterns and the
relationship between media and political behavior. The majority of
people remained untouched by the propaganda; interpersonal outlets
brought more influence than the media. The effects of campaign were
not all-powerful to where they persuaded helpless audiences uniformly
and directly, which is the very definition of what the magic bullet
theory does. As focus group testing questionnaires, and other methods



of marketing effectiveness testing came into widespread use; and as
more interactive forms of media (e.g.:internet, radio call-in shows, etc.)
became available , the magic bullet theory was replaced by a variety of
other, more instrumental models, like the two step of flow theory and
diffusion of innovations theory.
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FAVORITE METHODS
To be added.

SCOPE AND APPLICATION
Mass media.

EXAMPLE

The classic example of magic bullet theory was illustrated on oct 30
1938 when orson welles and the newly formed mercury theatre group
broadcast their radio edition of h.g wella “war of the worlds” on the
eve of Halloween radio programming was interrupted with a “news
bulletin” for the first time. What the audience heard was that martians
had begun an invasion of earth in a place called grover’s mill, new
jersey.

It became known as the “panic broadcast” and changed broadcast
history, social psychology, civil defense and set a standerd for
provocative entertainment.

Approximately 12 billion people in the united states heard the
broadcast and about 1 million of those actually believed that a serious
alien invasion was underway. A wave of mass hysteria disrupted
household, interrupted religious services, caused traffic jams and
clogged communication systems. People fled their city homes to seek
shelter in rural areas, raidedgrocery stores and began to ration food.
The nation was in state of chaos, and this broadcast was the cause of it.

Media theorists have classified “war of the worlds” broadcast as the
archetypal example of the magic bullet theory. This is exactly how the
theory worked, by injecting the message directly into the



“bloodstream” of the public, attempting to create a uniform thinking.
The effects of the broadcast suggested that the media could
manipulate a passive and gullible public, leading theorists to believe
this was one of the primary ways media authors shaped audience

perception.



