POST-COMMUNIST PATTERNS OF MEDIA USE AND MEDIA-RELATED
COMMUNICATION AT HOUSEHOLD LEVEL:
ETHNOGRAPHIC CASE STUDIES IN ROMANIA

Dr. Valentina Marinescu

The general socio-political changes that took place in Romania after the downfall of
communism (1989) included the emergence of a new social actor: the mass media. The
monocentric media system, centrally controlled by the political power, was gradually replaced
by a demonopolized system. The printed press was fast and almost completely
demonopolized, reaching a peak of 1800 titles in 1994. The number of audiovisual stations
increased dramatically in 1997 to 189 private local stations, 119 local television stations and
1053 cable operators, which competed for audience shares with the public broadcasting
stations.

A legitimate question is whether the media’s rapid expansion after 1989 was
externally induced or reflected changes in the audience.

According to the finding of the CURS panel study (conducted in 1994-1997),' the
general audience of the public radio and TV services decreased from 88,5% (TVR1—channel
1 of the national public television) and 65% (Radio Romania Actualitati—national public
news station), respectively. in 1990 to 54,5% (TVRI1) and 54% (Radio Romania Actualitati)
seven years later. The same study reported a rise in the number of viewers and listeners of
private broadcasting stations (the average value for both radio and television was 29%). But
the CURS study considered the numeric aspect of media consumption and did not address the
role played by the mass media in directing human actions and the effects of mediated
messages on the receivers’ opinions, attitudes and judgments. We can call this a mechanistic
approach to media consumption, which, paired with the magic bullet view of media effects,
accounts for the primitive design of political communication during the first decade of free
elections in Central-Eastern Europe.

The fact that mass media had an important influence on human action was taken for
granted. In Romania, a country with a short history of democratic processes, this perspective
involved the danger of an authoritarian relation between the media and the rest of society,

including politics. Citizens were treated like passive receivers of messages directed to them
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through the media by institutional social (e.g., political parties, the parliament, the President).
One of the main objectives in the former totalitarian societies after 1989 was to build
“new” social relations among various social strata. The media in the Central-Eastern
European countries was best positioned to link various groups in society, and all groups with
the new power structures. But the mass mediated communication required dynamism from all
actors involved. In a diversified media environment, the diversified and “fragmented”

audience could and had to exercise choice.

The Purpose of the Study and the Research Questions
The goal of the present study is to identify the roles of the media in structuring the
daily routines of ordinary people in the post-communist environment. My approach to the
relationship between media and society will emphasize the receivers’ perspective.
The following research questions will be addressed:
1. Are Romanians active or passive consumers of the media?

2. What are the roles mass communication has for the daily life of Romanians?

V8]

How do the media influence the behavior of the Romanian population, at the individual or

group level?

4. What is the relationship between the mass mediated and direct interpersonal
communication?

Theoretical Framework
This project assumed a dynamic relation between media and society. The research was
conducted from a functionalist perspective within the uses-and-gratifications framework.

McQuail’s® critique of the uses-and-gratifications paradigm model was embraced, which

stressed that mass mediated communication is a cultural phenomenon occurring in a social

setting.
Working Hypotheses
The following suppositions were considered as working hypothesis of the empirical
project:

1. The type and degree of influence that mass communication has on individuals who have
the same social role within the household depends on the shapes of interpersonal relations
within the household.

9. The differences among the social roles within the household members lead to various uses

of the means of mass communication.

2 D. McQuail, With the benefit of hindsight: Reflections on uses and gratifications approach, in M. Gurevitch
and M. R. Levy (eds.), Mass Communication Review Yearbook,. vol. 5., 1985, pp. 125-141.



3. The major function of mass communication in the household is to facilitate interpersonal
discussions.

4. There is a direct link between the pattern of media consumption at the individual level and
the shapes of social interactions in the household.

5. The influence exercised through mass communication on households is a functional one.
The media have a role in directing some activities inside the household. People react in

different ways to different mass communication sources.

Research Methodology
The ethnographic research method was adopted to analyze communication as a
cultural phenomenon, highly dependent on historical time and geographic space. The method
involved the following assumptions: (1) alternative decodings of a mass mediated message
are developed within the household, which is considered as an interpretative community; (2)
the various decodings of the same message cause the psychosocial relations associated to the
uses of mass communication channels; (3) individuals act differently on those decodings in

different structural contexts.

Based on the existing literature, the relational uses of the media were expected to be
the following: facilitator of interpersonal communication, means to avoid direct
communication and contact, instrument for social learning, and instrument for cooperation or

dominance.

For validity reasons, two methods of data collection were used: participant observation

and personal interviews.

Research Design
The study was launched in 1998 and its goal was to identify media consumption
models at the small group (household) level in a country under transition from communism
toward capitalism.
The study was conducted from a twofold perspective: the individual point of view, as
expressed by family members, and the symbolic perspective in which the household was

considered as a type of human environment.

Sample
The sample included 21 families (70 individuals) located in various cities of Romania.

The study began with a criterion sample maintained constant throughout the project. From
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this, a snowball sample was developed by adding individuals located in the same cities but
having different demographic characteristics (e.g., age, education level, occupation). The final

result was a sample composed of geographic clusters.

Data Collection

For the members of the families included in the criterion sample the principal
sociological method used in the empirical research was participant observation. The
observations were made by a member of the family using four sets of indicators™:
1. Type of primary group (family)
2. Main descriptive indicators:

2.1. Technical means of mass communication

2.2. Geographic location of the family

2.3. Family income

2.4. Social biographies of each family’s member

2.5. Roles, communication links and networks within the family

Analytic indicators:

L

3.1. Types of interpersonal relations among family members (cooperation, conflict,
competition)

3.2. Type of social integration within the family (assimilation, dominance,
subordination)

3.3. Role perceptions and the manifest behaviours related to them

3.4. The kind of normativity that existed in the family

3.5. Media consumption patterns at individual and group levels

4. Secondary descriptive indicators:

4.1. Schedules of activities associated with media consumption

4.2. Social hierarchics related to the uses of mass communication means within the
family

4.3. Functional uses of various media in the family (utilitarian, social control,
facilitating the social interaction)

4.4. Interpersonal communication networks related to media uses

4.5. Personal reasons and gratifications associated with the uses of mass media.

The instrument made available to the family members who recorded the data included:

observational notes, social biographies of all family member, household’s maps indicating the

3 K. Land, Théories, modéles et indicateurs de changement social, in ***Revue internationale des sciences
sociales, vol, XXVII, nr. 1/1975.
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location of the sets, and schedules of housework and media consumption.

The interval of time allowed for the recording of this information was one week. At
the end of this period, the researcher conducted two open interviews with the main members
of each family (i.e., husband and wife, in most cases).

For the snowball sample, the semi-structured interview was the only research
technique used.

All the interviews were tape-recorded.

Table 1 provides a summary of the data collection procedure.

Table I- Data collection procediire

! Data recording Number of cases (reographic location
technique
Participant 21 families Bucharest (capital); Turda (Cluj district); Moreni
observations (Dambovita district); Ploiesti (Prahova district); Sibiu (

Sibiu district); Baia-Mare (Maramures district).

Non-structured 35 subjects Bucharest (capital); Ploiesti (Prahova district); Turda
interviews (Cluj district); Moreni (Dambovita district); Sibiu (Sibiu

district); Baia-Mare (Maramures district).

Semi-structured 70 subjects Bucharest (capital); Oradea (Bihor district); Sibiu (Sibiu

interviews district).

Findings and Discussion
The findings selected to be presented in this paper refer to (1) the roles and functions of mass
communication within the daily routines of Romanians in the first decade after the downfall

of communism; (2) the patterns of media-related interpersonal communication in different

families.

The roles and functions of mass communication
The cases below present selectively findings from case studies. Cases 1 and 2 show
that in small group relations the media play different roles for each person. Both case studies
as well as Examples C, D, E, and F from the snowball sample display a variety of roles

performed by the media for various individuals. The primary role appears to be informative.
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