Whose Opinion Do You Trust?

by Virginia P. Richmond and James C. McCroskey

A few years ago, men’s opinions
were the only ones respected.
Today, the pendulum seems to be
stwinging the other way.

“You've come a long way, baby.” This popular slogan, employed by the makers
of Virginia Slims cigarettes, suggests a significant advance in the liberation of
women in today's society. Many women can remember the days when they were
not allowed to vote, smoke, or even give an opinion without severe criticism
from the opposite sex or, worse yet, from their own sex. No one now questions
the right of women to vote, nor the choice of smoking in public.

These obvious advances, however, are inadequate indices of true progress. A
better indication of progress would be evidence that female opinions on signifi-
cant issues are now accepted, or even sought, by members of both sexes in to-
day’s society, Considerable research over the past three decades indicates that
most changes in society are produced through interpersonal communication,
and the crucial variable in that communication process is the opinion [eader—
the individual a person turns to for advice or information on a particular topic. If
most of the opinion leaders in a society are men, it is hard to argue that women
in that society are liberated. However, a relative balance of males and females
serving as opinion leaders indicates a relative balance of influence in the society
and indicates that a measure of true liberation has been achieved.

As early as 1872, a woman tried to convince America that women have opi-
nions and should have the right to vote as they please, even in a male-
dominated society (8). Victoria C. Woodhull fought to eliminate the oppression
of women and let women’s opinions be heard and known. Woodhull tried to
point out that women possess opinions on topics of the day, such as birth control
and equal jobs. She wanted men and women alike to realize that women did not
have to be so dominated by men and the informal rules of society. Woodhull felt
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women should be able to speak out and share their opinions about topics of the
day (8).

The fight for the right for women'’s opinions to be heard and respected has
continued, through the era of Elizabeth Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and
Lucretia Mott on to today. At least until recent years, women were locked
upon as unimportant when it came to topics like politics, birth control, mar-
riage, abortion, and sports. A new trend has definitely taken form in the past few
vears.

Recently we have seen the birth of magazines such as Ms., Viva, and Playgir!
designed as vehicles for the expression of women's views. A substantial number
of activist women's organizations have been formed. Politicians have given ver-
bal support to women’s rights and the need for women in significant govern-
ment positions. In short, there are reasons to believe that women'’s opinions are

finding more opportunities for expression than were available just a few years

ago. Not all indicators point in this direction, however. The picture in the
electronic media is less than encouraging. Mills (3) reports that while 40 percent
of the national work force are women, only 22 percent of the employees of com-
mercial television stations are women, the overwhelming majority of whom are
in clerical positions. The situation in radio is similarly discouraging.

The importance of the male domination of the media is reflected in results of
research reported by Turow (9). Turow found that, in evening television dramas
in the United States, men are shown predominantly in advising and ordering
positions. In 70 percent of the episodes men gave the directives, and in 30 per-
cent of the episodes women gave the directives. The types of advice given by
the men and the women conformed in most cases to the traditional categories
for their sex. Twenty-two percent of the directives given by women related to the
traditional “masculine” role of evening dramatic programs, while only 10 per-
cent of the directives given by men related to areas of traditional feminine
knowledge. Turow found, however, that men and women were on a more equal
basis in the daytime shows than in the evening shows. This heavy emphasis on
the male as the advisor or boss may be a reflection of American culture. If so, it

43



Journal of Communication, Summer 1575

4

would appear that we have a long way to go before women’s opinions are con-
sidered to be as valuable as men’s. On the other hand, the observed male
emphasis may not be reflective of the culture as a whole, but rather reflect
chauvinistic decisions on the part of the male decision-makers in the media.

A very important element in
opinion leadership is the
credibility of the cpinion leader.

Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (3) and Rogers and Shoemaker (7) refer to
the opinion leaders as being the people in a community who are turned to for
advice on an issue at hand. These people are seen as being more competent and
more influential than their followers. By “influential” these authors mean that
the followers are more likely to accept the opinion leader’s advice than they are
to accept other people’s advice on the same subject. More recently Richmend
(6} found that opinion leaders in an educational environment are also viewed by
their followers as being more credible than are other followers.

Since credibility, particularly competence, is such a significant factor in the
selection of opinion leaders, a clue to the role of women as opinion leaders may
be inferred from comparisons of men’s and women’s perceived competence un-
der carefully controlled experimental conditions.

Miller and McReynolds {(4) employed a standard message on the topic of
ABM weapons systems to examine whether or not female communicators were
perceived to be as competent as male communicators. As predicted, competence
ratings for the male sources were higher than those for the females. However,
the effect was more pronounced for female receivers than for male receivers (all
college students). While male receivers did not rate either females or males
significant!ly more competent than one another, the femnale receivers did. They
rated the male source significantly more competent than the female source.
Miller and MeReynolds attributed this to the fact that ABM systems is considered
to be a man’s topic, and that women are still conditioned to their traditional
role in society.

This problem of topic bias was confronted directly by Goldberg (1). He
emploved 1,500-word atticles in seven separate flelds: art, history, dietetics,
elementary education, city planning, linguistics, and law. Female college stu-
dents were given these articles and asked to evaluate them on the basis of com-
petence. Half of the subjects had female authors’ names attached to a given arti-
cle; the other half had male names. Each subject responded to three articles at-
tributed to males and three attributed to females. The results permit us to dis-
count the topic as the cause of the results of the Miller and McReynolds (4)
study. Goldberg’s results indicated a strong negative bias against women on the
part of his female subjects. The male authors were seen as more competent than
the fernale authors, even on the topics of dietetics and elementary education.

The results of these studies suggest that women are perceived as less compe-
tent than men, at least by college student women. Whether this perception is
characteristic of all segments of American society. of course, cannot be clearly
inferred from these studies. If women are perceived as less competent than






