Chapter Two

Close-Up on History:  The “Invasion From Mars” Study

Following the War of the Worlds panic broadcast of October 30, 1938 (see Close-Up on History,  Chapter Eight), social scientists were eager to discover why the radio broadcast had the effect it did.  News reports suggested that there had been a widespread panic, with large portions of the population believing that an invasion was actually taking place.  Rumors of suicides and attempted suicides were rampant.  A team of researchers at Princeton University sought to determine the true extent of the panic, why this broadcast frightened people when other science fiction broadcasts did not, and why it frightened some people but not others. 
   Ratings services estimated that 32 million people were listening to their radios that night.  By examining those data and comparing them with other sources, the Princeton researchers were able to estimate that six million people listened to at least part of the play, and that one million of those listeners actually believed the invasion to be real.  There were no suicides, and reported “suicide attempts” were unconfirmed.  

People were frightened by The War of the Worlds broadcast because dramatic techniques such as simulated “on the spot” reporting and interviews with “experts” had fooled listeners.  The researchers found that many of these listeners had accepted radio as their primary and most credible source of breaking news.  This effect was heightened by the effect of “dial-twisting.”  While viewers were sampling other networks, deciding which program they liked best, many had missed the introductory disclaimer that the play was not a news report.  Of equal importance, however, were the sociological conditions of the times.  Americans had endured years of economic insecurity during the Great Depression and were facing the threat of being drawn into political battles around the globe.  This was an audience that felt on the edge of disaster, and they believed anything could happen at any time.

In terms of why some people were frightened but others were not, the researchers found that those who were not good at critical thinking, logic, analysis, and reasoning were most likely to be alarmed by the broadcast.  Also, those with strong religious beliefs, those who were emotionally insecure to begin with and those who listened with others who believed the broadcast, were more likely to be fooled.  This part of the study made it one of the first investigations into individual differences within an audience, and how those differences allowed the same message to have different effects on different people.  The study also had a significant historical importance.  Today, most of what we know about the panic broadcast of 1938 we learned from this study.  Without it, the various rumors surrounding the panic might be accepted as true today. 

� The team was headed by Hadley Cantril, head of the Office of Radio Research at Princeton, and funded by the Rockefeller Foundation.





