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Introduction

The Faculty of Political and Social Sciences is the youngest faculty of
the Katholieke Universiteit Brussel. In 1989 the Faculty of Economic,
Social and Political Sciences started with a Communication Studies
section, and in 1991 with the Political Science and Sociology sec¬
tions. It was only in 1993 that the autonomous Faculty of Political
and Social Sciences was founded and that the Department of
Communication Studies could slowly but surely develop and grow.
Firstly, we will explain the most important theoretical principles on
which the department’s work is based. Secondly we will describe how
its philosophy is put into practice.

Theoretical starting points

The primary research field of the Communication Studies depart¬
ment at the Katholieke Universiteit Brussel is the interaction
between communication and social change. A very important under¬
lying area is the relation between culture and communication. This
relation can be approached in different ways. Research primarily
starts from the idea that all forms of communication are culturally
based. It is the intention to investigate the role of communication in
the processes of social change. A second, closely connected field is
concerned with the policy and planning components of the interac¬
tion between communication and social change.

Communication in social change
Terms like ‘communication’, ‘information’, ‘social change’,
‘development’, ‘participation’, ‘democracy’, ‘freedom’, etc. belong
to everyday speech. They are so frequently used that the need to de¬
fine their exact meaning is no longer felt. However, if one would take
the trouble to do so, it would soon become quite clear that they are
differently interpreted by different people and institutions. This
does not only apply to the definitions of said ideas as used by the
man or woman in the street, but also for the working definitions as
used by professionals and policy makers, and even for the so-called
social-scientific definitions in general.
Therefore we need clear definitions, which is of course easier said
than done. Indeed, these terms not only cover a complex and multi¬
dimensional reality, they are also charged with certain norms. By this
we mean that each definition is dependent on the normative theor¬
etical point of view from which the issue is studied.
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Many authors link the concept of social change with the concept of
development. ‘Social change’ and ‘development’ are therefore two
terms that cover more or less the same content. Social change refers
to changes in the organisation of a community; in structure and/or
in function. A general definition of social change is given byJef
Verhoeven (1986, p. 19). He defines social change as ‘a significant
change of structured social action and/or of the culture of role
carriers, groups or collectives’. Such a general definition can be
further specified on the basis of criteria such as the scale of social
change (micro, meso, macro), the time span in which it is taking
place (short versus long term), the rate of the changing processes
(evolution versus revolution) , the direction (progress or decline) , its
content (socio-cultural, psychological, organisational, a.o.), and the
question whether the social change is either peaceful or aggressive.
In this context development can be called a specific form of social
change. At first the word development had a positive connotation
whereas ‘underdevelopment’ was labelled negatively. However, de¬
velopment not only refers to a process of social change, but it also in¬
dicates the aim or end point of the said process. ‘Development’ is
often implicitly identified with the hierarchic completion of clearly
defined stages leading to a general and final form of community that
would be satisfactory to all. Such a model is de factofashioned after
Western standards. That way the concept implies a value judgement,
it refers to a specific target group (who needs to be developed?) and
objective (what is development?). That is why the term development
and the so-called Third World are often bracketed together, which is
very unjust as development is taking place in the entire world. The
issue of and discussion on communication in developing or social
changing processes are therefore not limited to the Third World.
Social change does not refer as emphatically to a certain direction
and is therefore better suited to cover the processes of social-cultural
change which are taking place in Western as well as in other coun¬
tries. Such processes are for instance: globalisation and localisation,
women’s liberation, everyday racism, awareness and politico-eco¬
nomical emancipation and economical liberalisation. Social change
often happens unintentionally, but we are especially concerned with
planned and intended social change with specific objectives that are
linked with certain situations and cannot be universally generalised.
In these processes of determined socio-cultural change communica¬
tion seems to have become a key word.
‘Communication in social change’ is a very broad field and is con¬
nected with many forms of media. Many divisions of the mass media
are of a technological nature, which is, however, only one of the
many possibilities of division and not always directly relevant. Other
classic divisions such as the distinctions between public media (mass
media), instrumental media (information and education) and local,
small-scale media, are also somewhat outdated. The arrival of the
multimedia and the convergence of the media has made the above
distinctions less adequate. What is more, such a division already leads
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on a macro level to a fragmented policy, whereas the decentralisa¬
tion should be implemented on the meso and micro levels. The dis¬
tinction made on the macro level is not necessarily the same as the
distinction on the meso or micro levels.

The role of culture
All human action is based on an exchange of ideas, knowledge and ex¬
perience. People communicate by means of language. Linguistic mis¬
understandings are mostly not the result of linguistic incompetence,
but are usually due to a different way of thinking and cultural pattern
between the communicating individuals. We can ‘hear’, but do not
‘understand’ one another. These misunderstandings can be either
verbal or non-verbal. As a result objectives are not reached. Effective
communication is characterised by information that is tailored to the
people for whom the message is intended. The role of culture in this
context is very important. Communication is effective when the mess¬
ages fit in with the receivers’ culture. An important condition to that
end is that their culture is known and understood. Such an under¬
standing only comes about if the contacts are of a guaranteed quality.

International communication is concerned with all cross-border traf¬
fic of data, information and knowledge. In the case of intercultural
communication, the social use and the social and cultural context in
which and between which is communicated become important.
Meanings of words and symbols, as well as language itself, are in fact
culturally linked. To define culture in this context is no sinecure. The
term culture includes material and immaterial aspects of a certain
way of life, passed on and confirmed by means of socialisation
processes and ideological devices (school, media, church...) to mem¬
bers of a community. Culture is not only about values or judgments
about good and evil, beautiful or ugly, but also about the way we eat,
live or dress. In that sense cultures can be described as social contexts
in which a certain frame of reference has found its expression or has
become ‘institutionalised’, and which directs and structures the inter¬
action and communication of the people within that context. Such
frames of reference can be distinguished by three empirical dimen¬
sions: a world view, a values system and a symbolic representation.
In this respect institutions fulfil a key role. They are forms of action
that have crystallised-on the basis of social acceptance- into more
or less standardised and self-evident routines, and that can have
either a negative-limiting or positive-liberating effect. Culture can be
described as a cluster of institutions that interact and influence one
another, and that can stand out by an own ‘identity’.
Such a vision on culture implies a dynamic nature. Culture is never
‘completed’, but always in ‘development’. Moreover, while shaping
their social existence people are constantly (mostly unconsciously)
making certain choices that are controlled by the values and options of
their culture. Social reality can then be seen as a reality, the establish¬
ment and cultivation of which have originated from certain values, a

JAARGANG 27 NUMMER 3/4 1999
COMMUNICATIE

wetenschap
259



260

reality in which the values system and the social system are entirely in¬
terwoven and are affected by one another.Seeing that the needs and
values that are developed by different cultural communities in diver¬
gent situations and surroundings are not the same, these cultures also
present a different identity. Cultures derive their ‘identities’ from the
fact that they are based on a network of institutions with a common
world view and ethos. That ‘identity’ differs from culture to culture.
In other words, each culture has to be analysed on the basis of its own
logical structure. Indeed, each culture operates from its own logic.
Cross-cultural or intercultural communication is only successful if all
parties concerned understand this logical foundation and accept it
as equal. As in all social processes, this is not a purely rational process
nor is it planned beforehand. Therefore culture should be seen as
the unintended result of the interwoven actions of a group of people
who are interrelated and interactive.

The paradigm of multiplicity, a culturalist perspective and an inter¬
pretative approach

In the last four decades the views on social change and the role of
communication and culture in social change have strongly altered.
In the course of this period we have seen the evolution of three para¬
digms or viewpoints: the paradigm of modernisation, the paradigm
of dependency and the paradigm of multiplicity. These paradigms
are complementary rather than alternative. They form the basis for
reflecting on alternative communication in development and social
change. An important reversal in the manner of thinking was the fact
that the unilateral vision on the relation between sender and
receiver had lost its validity. Many people came to realize that the re¬
ceiver was active. The theoreticians also grew aware of the fact that
science is not value-free or neutral.
These general views can be complemented with opinions that em¬
phasise the need to change the existing social structures, such as the
so-called critical theory and its Latin-American variant. This current
in Communication Studies critically examines society and links this
analysis with the effects of the media within that society. We should
also mention the Brazilian Paolo Freire who developed the con¬
sciousness-raising method, which is more concerned with participa¬
tion and dialogue.
The criticism of the paradigms of modernisation and dependency
has led to the formulation of new visions on social change and com¬
munication. The reversal in the vision on social change is charac¬
terised by two general trends. Firstly one discovers and recognises
that theories, research and social structures are never value-free.
Secondly, the vision on the receiver is changing. People are no
longer seen as passive, easily suggestible creatures, but as active indi¬
viduals in a dynamic process. Development cannot be imposed, it
should come from within. The former president of Tanzania,Julius
Nyerere (1973, p. 60) , stated it pithily: ‘People cannot be developed,
they can only develop themselves. An outsider can build a house for
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someone else, but he cannot give the other pride and self-confid¬
ence as a human being. Man must create those himself by his own
activities, decisions and by full participation-as an equal-in the
community in which he lives’.

The paradigm of multiplicity supposes that the context in which the
active receiver finds himself is important. This implies that a univer¬
sal development model is not possible. Development is a unique
process for a specific community and should be based on, among
other things, the following principles: the satisfaction of basic needs;
the examination of a culture from within (endoginity); the use of
one’s own potentials (self-reliance) ; ecologically sound develop¬
ment; and the pursuit of participatory democracy and structural
changes (or enduring development).
This approach particularly reassesses the role of interpersonal com¬
munication. In contrast with the earlier paradigms this approach
also attaches more importance to participatory communication and
to small-scale media that pay more attention to the local culture and
are interactive and participatory. The receivers should be able to
participate in the communication process in order to shape their
development while starting from their own culture.
Building on the paradigm of multiplicity and Freire’s basic ideas, the
role of participation and dialogue has become very important in the
processes of communication in social change. Directly connected
with participation and dialogue are the ‘bottom-up’ approach and
the active view on human beings. It is emphasised that within ‘com¬
munication in social change’ people are not seen as passive factors
or billiard balls on whom behaviour can be imposed directly from
above (‘top-down’). People actively give meaning to their daily lives,
their social surroundings and therefore also to their media-sur¬
roundings. That is why the stress lies strongly on a ‘bottom-up’ ap¬
proach. This perspective builds on a scientific-philosophical inter¬
pretative approach. This is the underlying philosophical source of
inspiration in most of our department’s research projects.
We can generally find obvious connections between ‘communication
in social change’ and anthropology. These links with anthropology
do not only exist qua theoretical approach and thematic relevance,
but also on the level of the used qualitative methods and the so-
called triangulation. Triangulation means that different methods are
applied at once. Participation, ‘bottom-up’ approaches and an active
view on human beings are very familiar concepts in anthropology.
Also the notion of culture, the major field of study in anthropology,
occupies an important place. In our view participation and culture
are two inextricably linked ideas within a culturalist approach.
Without the recognition of cultural differences and the consequent
mutual understanding and respect of one another’s culture, there
can be no form of participation. Therefore we can speak of an inter¬
pretative perspective as well as of a culturalist perspective on commun¬
ication in social change.
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Communication, culture and policy
In contrast with the more economically and politically oriented policy
options on which the paradigms of modernisation and dependency
are based, the paradigm of multiplicity-which forms the theoretical
basis of the department’s policy research-focuses on the idea that
there is no universal and generally valid development strategy, that
development should be seen as an integral, multidimensional and
dialectical process that can differ from community to community.
The same can be said of the ‘role’ of policy and planning for social
change. Policy makers and planners are faced with a number of im¬
portant choices, not only concerning the issue of communication
and the possible solutions, but also about the method in which policy
and planning should be organized and put into practice. Different
problems or situations call for different solutions. Again there is no
universal method to be used always and anywhere. That is why today,
as in the formulation of theory, policy and planning are also looking
for a kind of hybrid approach that builds on different theories, and
integrates and combines different methods of planning: ‘There is no
‘role’ for communication in development, but rather many roles’
(Middleton & Wedemeyer, 1985:33).
In spite of these fundamental and qualifying considerations policy
makers and planners still need a more universal conceptual and op¬
erational frame. We are in fact not only dealing with a theoretical,
but also with a practically-oriented discipline, or a ‘process of con¬
ducting research on, or analysis of, a fundamental social problem in
order to provide policy makers with pragmatic, action-oriented re¬
commendations for alleviating the problem’ (Majchrzak, 1984:12).
In this definition we recognise two aspects that are closely linked
with the theoretical propositions of the paradigm of multiplicity: i.e.
the attention for essential, fundamental social problems, and for the
practicability, applicability and action-orientedness of the research
recommendations.
In the field of policy-oriented research Majchrzak (1984) distin¬
guishes four disciplines on the basis of practicality and manner of
approach (see fig. 1).

FOCUS
technical fundamental

low policy analysis
of policy

analysis of
fundamental
policy-research

high
APPLICABILITY

technical policy and
research planning-research

FIGURE!
A typology of policy research
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Within this typology the department focuses especially on the third
and fourth type of fundamental research which has either a more
theoretical or a more practical relevance.

A conceptual and operational model for communication policy and
planning

The department has developed a model based on a few elements
that are essential to the formulation and analysis of a communica¬
tion policy, i.e. (a) intrinsic variables which can be of an external or
internal nature (objectives, policy functions and such); (b) factors
defining one another (sectors) and actors (institutions, public); (c)
a distinction by level of analysis (international, national, local and
suchlike); (d) a process-minded, planned approach (policy, plan¬
ning, realisation, evaluation). This model tries to express the struct¬
ural-dynamic complexity of the policy-making issue. A realistic and
coherent policy model will only become possible insofar as the inter¬
relations of above-mentioned elements can be adequately assessed.
To do so in the practice of policy and planning is even harder than in
theory. Theoretically it is indeed possible to isolate certain aspects by
deduction or induction and to study them separately. The most im¬
portant elements of this model are summarised as follows:

The issue of the level of analysis
Policy makers and planners are faced with problems on diverse levels
of analysis. There are not only internal or external contradictions on
the international level (for instance between the centre and the
periphery) , but policy and planning can also be affected by tensions
on the national and local levels, tensions between the state and the
media or between the authorities and the population. We could say
in general that a necessary combination and integration of local,
national, regional, international and intermediary levels should be
pursued. A culturalist analysis starts, furthermore, from following
premises: (a) the integration and combination of different policy
and planning methods, (b) the multidimensionality and baseorient-
atedness are the centre from which the different levels are analysed.
In other words, one starts from a new perspective in which ideas such
as decentralisation and participation are fundamental.
Centralisation does not have to clash with the principle of decentral¬
isation. Central organisms can offer a synthesis of regional and local
services. It is important, though, to keep an eye on the scale of cen¬
tralisation in order to guarantee that local entities and individuals
can participate and have their say. In other words, the coherence be¬
tween centralisation and decentralisation is very complex, and each
so-called decentralised situation should therefore be carefully ana¬
lysed.

An integrated-dialectic policy model
So long as the vision on development or social change has not been
clearly defined, there may be obscurity and confusion on the sec-
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ondary and peripheral levels with regard to the development and
communication policies, both on the macro and on the micro level.
The value system on which the economical, political, social and cul¬
tural activities of a community are based is therefore inherent to the
philosophy of development: ‘The point here is not to emphasise
which values ought to be adopted at the expense of others, but
rather, to recognise that stability and equilibrium of any living system
is directly connected to the process of value orientation and value
maintenance as factors of hemostasis warding off decay, disorganisa¬
tion, and disintegration’ (Mowlana, 1997, p. 9).

A structural policy model
Within the structural-static approach it is important to make a clear
distinction between policy- and planning-defining factors and actors.
Actors may be public or pressure groups that are active, either dir¬
ectly or indirectly, and on the basis of an explicit or implicit pro¬
gramme. However, policy is not only defined by these actors with
their distinctive logic, but also by more structurally immanent fac¬
tors. These factors especially determine the framework in which the
actors can take actions and become policy-defining. Factors are
linked with place and time and can therefore be different from com¬
munity to community. Some have a cyclical, others a more structural
nature. This distinction is partly inspired on Mowlana’s ‘multidimen¬
sional and integrative approach to communication utility’
(Mowlana, 1997) in which he makes a division between a ‘commun¬
ication infrastructural axis’ and an ‘individual-system level axis’ on
the one hand and McQuail and Siune’s (1986, p. 23) typology of
policy actors on the other. This model is the basis of and has been
further developed in the research projects in which the department
is involved (see below). The drafting of a policy should meet the
needs and expectations of the present pressure groups, and also
consider the available means and existing infrastructure.

A dynamic policy process
From a dynamic perspective the policy process can be divided in five
stages that often overlap and affect one another: the policy formula¬
tion, the strategic or long-term planning, the operational or short¬
term planning, the realisation or execution of policy and planning,
and the evaluation. The different analysis levels and stages of the
policy process are determined by the dialectical interaction of
different structural and dynamic components.
Policy formulations should be interconnected on the different
levels. The central objectives must offer a synthesis of the sectorial
aims. These can be, for instance, principles such as the alleviation of
basic needs, the stimulation of national identity, participatory
democracy and suchlike. A valuable and effective communication
policy is only possible if contextual determinants of a political, social,
economical, ecological or other nature are correctly assessed on the
one hand, and if an active participation of the different interest
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groups is guaranteed on the other. General principles such as parti¬
cipation or decentralisation should not be neglected. Besides the es¬
tablishment of structures that can facilitate an active social participa¬
tion, it is also necessary to create- in view of the following stages-
evaluation and research possibilities in order to facilitate corrections
or adjustments of policy and planning if necessary. Alan Hancock’s
policy and planning matrix (1981) clearly shows that this process is
cyclical and open.

Implications for the practice of policy and research
This policy model also has consequences for the practice of policy and
research. In particular the used method, the choice of the research
field, and the place of the policy maker and researcher are fundament¬
ally different from conventional models. This model implicitly con¬
tains more dialectical strategies of mobilisation and awareness-raising.
Research of public-oriented and participatory forms of communica¬
tion has become especially focused on decentralised and isolated ini¬
tiatives. Such projects are certainly valuable, for instance to experi¬
ment with new social communication processes and patterns. But next
to these small-scale projects there should also be room for large-scale
analyses and situations. This kind of research should be oriented to¬
wards two issues. Firstly one should investigate which actors or interest
groups exert their influence from the top. These influences can trans¬
form, strengthen or weaken one another. We are dealing with a much
more accurate analysis of the patterns of manipulation that affect the
bottom by means of power, money or cultural influence. This also
places the state more into the centre. The second issue is the way in
which the bottom reacts to influencing. Research should be aimed at
the rationality of the target groups. The difference with traditional an¬
thropological research is that the choice of the symbolic order to
which the research is oriented, is defined by key concepts such as re¬
production, labour or culture. More or less accidental differences in
rationality are not interesting, but we are mainly concerned with sys¬
tematic tendencies and differences. This implies that the choice of the
place and context of the research cannot be accidental but should be
based on practical instead of theoretical considerations. Only with
these considerations in mind is it possible to break through the artifi¬
cial fences of the different media and levels, in pursuit of the integra¬
tive, disintegrative and reintegrative elements that maintain or under¬
mine the ideological order and mechanisms of power and dominance
versus contra-power and liberation.

The basic premises of ‘Communication in social change’
The coherence of ‘communication in social change’ is expressed in
the different common underlying premises. In conclusion we can say
that the department’s research in all its diversity, i.e. in theory,
method, medium and region, is characterised by a number of under¬
lying common values and starting-points. These premises, values and
starting-points are:

JAARGANG 27 NUMMER 3/4 1999
COMMUNICATIE

wetenschap
265



266

The use of a culturalist viewpoint
By means of such a viewpoint specific attention is given to commun¬
ication and culture in social changes. By putting culture centrally in
the used perspective, anthropology can significantly contribute to
the field of ‘communication in social change’.

The use of a ‘bottom-up’ approach and an interpretative perspective
Participation, dialogue and an active vision on human beings are of the
utmost importance. A highly considered value is the showing of respect
and appreciation for the uniqueness of specific situationsand identities.

The use of integrated methods and theories
In the field of ‘communication in social change’ it is considered im¬
portant that the chosen methods should be connected with the used
theoretical perspective. This implies that also openness, diversity and
flexibility in methods and techniques are valued. In practice it gener¬
ally means triangulation and a preference for qualitative methods.
This does not mean, however, that quantitative methods are excluded.

To show mutual understanding and attach importance to formal and
informal intercultural training

Tolerance, consciousness-raising, acceptance and respect can only be ar¬
rived at when members of different (sub)cultures not only hear, but also
understand each other. This mutual understanding is a condition for so¬
cial change. In order to prevent all forms of miscommunication, formal
and informal intercultural training should be deemed important.

Targeted groups should be actively involved in the project’s prepara¬
tion and realisation in order to make a success of intentional social-cul¬
tural change processes. In that case effective participatory communica¬
tion between all parties concerned is indispensable. The information
flow between project managers and targeted groups needs a solid base
on which the process of social change is shaped. That is why the com¬
munication between the different interested groups is a primary item
of the agenda, both in the stages of planning and implementation. The
integration of the communication strategies in a project should be con¬
nected with the existing communication infrastructure and the local
culture. This also implies that the information and information chan¬
nels should be tailored to the targeted groups.
If all these criterions are dealt with it will be possible to realise an
effective communication in social change, not only in our multi¬
cultural society but also elsewhere.

In practice

Research centre ‘Communication for Social Change’(csC )
The research and documentation centre ‘Communication for Social
Change’ (esc ) was founded in 1995 and is active in research, teach¬
ing and information in the interdisciplinary field of communication
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in social change. As a consequence of earlier theoretical initiatives
and empirical studies the multiplicity perspective is further pursued.
In contrast with earlier perspectives on communication for develop¬
ment (the approach of modernisation and diffusion, and those of
dependency and cultural imperialism) the multiplicity perspective
focuses on culturalist, multidimensional and intrinsic-normative
aspects. The Centre’s lines of research are:

‘Participatory Communication Research’
This line of research wants to make an inventory of the different
methods listed as ‘participatory communication research’ and to
analyse them both theoretically and empirically.

‘Development Communication in UN Governmental and Non-
Governmental Organisations’

The purpose is to analyse the different approaches with regard to de¬
velopment communication in theory as well as in practice. It also
wants to translate the current international package for the Belgian
and Flemish situation.

‘The Interrelationships between Culture and Communication
Policy-making in Thailand’

This line of investigation tries to examine the relationships between
culture and communication policy-making in Thailand.

‘Comparative Research on (Tele)communication Policies in Western
Europe, South-East Asia, Southern Africa and Latin America’

This line of investigation compares the (tele)communication pol¬
icies in Western Europe, South-East Asia, Southern Africa and Latin
America.

‘Communication for Social Change’
In addition to a further theoretical formulation, the multiplicity per¬
spective is specified in several subjects (e.g. ‘technology transfer’ and
the cohesion between globalisation and localisation) and tested by
empirical data.

Scientific events
In the last four years the Communication Studies department and its
research centre ‘Communication for Social Change’ has organised
autonomously and in co-operation with its co-ordinating Faculty and
external organisations several scientific events. These events are a
concrete frame for the lines of research and the presented research
philosophy. A survey is listed below:

‘The LittleJournalist on the Barricades’, March 1995
‘The LittleJournalist on the Barricades’ was a panel discussion on
war journalism. The problems of war journalism were introduced by
the documentary ‘Press at War’ by Pascal Decroos.
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