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This paper discusses several decisions that researchers must make in their application of
factor analysis to data related to communication phenomena. Several suggestions are
provided to aid researchers in reaching appropriate decisions.

-

Since the early 1960s, the use of factor analysis in
communication research has consistently increased.
Unfortunately, many of the factor analytic studies
reported have been so seriously flawed that it is no
exaggeration to state that the field would be far
better off if the studies had never been reported. As
recently as two decades ago, it was extremely dif-
ficult and time-consuming to conduct a factor analy-
tic investigation at most universities. Many hours,
even days, of hand computation were required.
People who performed factor analyses had to have a
thorough knowledge of the method as well as con-
siderable stamina. With the advent of wide accessi-
bility to electronic computers and packaged factor
analysis programs, the method has become avail-
able with minuscule effort to anyone with access to
a computation center, which means almost
everyone in a university setting.

The flagrant abuse of factor analysis in published
communication research led one critic to suggest
(and we think not completely facetiously) that be-
fore anyone be allowed access to a factor analysis
computer program, they must receive a *‘Certified
Factor Analyst’” card from some special agency
created for this purpose. We find this suggestion
appealing, but, pending the formation of the certify-
ing agency, we believe that a discussion of some of
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the decisions that a person must confront when
utilizing the factor analytic method might be useful.
We will address some of these decisions in this

paper.
Factor Analysis: A Brief Overview

Factor analysis is one method of examining a
correlation (or covariance) matrix. In effect, the
procedure searches for groups of variables that are
substantially correlated with each other, while not
maintaining high correlations with other variables
or groups of variables. Such groups of variables are
called ‘‘factors’” or ‘‘dimensions.’” The degree to
which a given variable is associated with a particu-
lar factor is estimated by its ‘‘factor loading,”’ a
statistic analogous to a correlation which can range
from —1.00 to +1.00.The closer the loading ap-
proaches —1.00 or +1.00, the greater the associa-
tion between the variable and the factor.

The procedure will automatically (with currently
available computer packages) extract as many fac-
tors as there are variables present in the matrix
examined. Some of these will be ‘“‘common’’ fac-
tors, which represent variability in the matrix asso-
ciated with several variables. Others will be
“‘specific’’ factors, which represent variability pri-
marily associated with a single variable in the mat-
rix. The usual goal of the researcher employing
factor analysis is to isolate the common factors.
Specific factors typically will not be of interest.
When a researcher reports a three-factor solution
when 30 variables have been analyzed, he or she is







