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Journalist Glenn Greenwald almost ignored 

the e-mails sent to him in December 2012 by an 

anonymous whistle-blower who told the reporter 

rather cryptically that he could supply the reporter with 

“things” that would certainly interest him. The only 

requirement, Greenwald’s correspondent said, was 

that he install the PGP (pretty good privacy) encryp-

tion software on his computer. Greenwald didn’t think 

much of it at the time. As a journalist with a reputa-

tion for covering stories other reporters tend to ignore, 

Greenwald was used to hearing from people who 

claimed to have important stories. so over the next 

several months, he ignored the pleas for him to install 

the encryption software and find out what this infor-

mant wanted to tell him.1

But six months after that first e-mail, Greenwald was 

convinced by documentary filmmaker Laura Poitras to 

install the software and exchange e-mail with the infor-

mant, who turned out to be former national security 

Agency (nsA) contract worker (and high school dropout) 

Edward snowden.

Greenwald traveled to Hong Kong to meet with 

snowden in May 2013 along with Poitras and another 

reporter from London’s Guardian newspaper. snowden, 

who was twenty-nine years old at the time, had put 

together a huge collection of electronic copies of metic-

ulously categorized top-secret documents that he 

believed would show the overreach of the nsA without 

endangering lives.2

snowden told Greenwald that he wanted to see tra-

ditional journalism be done with the documents rather 

than just turn them loose on the world the way that 

Julian Assange did a couple of years earlier with the 

WikiLeaks Web site. “If I wanted the documents just put 

on the Internet en masse, I could have done that myself,” 

snowden said. “I want you [Greenwald] to make sure 

these stories are done, one by one, so that people can 

understand what they should know.”3

The stories, written by Greenwald and others using 

the documents snowden released, ended up telling 

Americans just what the nsA was doing with all the 

information it was collecting from the public. 

snowden discovered that the nsA could:

zz track who is talking on a phone call, 
where the person is calling from, and 
to whom, when, and for how long;

zz read text messages;

zz know what you are watching on YouTube;

zz know what you like on facebook, 
as soon as you click on it;

zz read your e-mail;

zz recognize who is in your online photos; and

zz record your phone calls.4

snowden has been charged by the u.s. government 

“with theft of government property, unauthorized commu-

nication of national defense information and willful commu-

nication of classified communications intelligence.” Each 

of these charges carries a possible ten-year prison sen-

tence. He initially went to Hong Kong, where he met with 

journalists, and then moved on to Russia, which promised 

him asylum for a year. following that year, snowden was 

granted a three-year residency permit.5

More than a year after snowden handed 

over copies of secret nsA documents to the 

Guardian and the Washington Post, stories 

continue to emerge from the treasure trove 

of information. In July 2014, the Post reported 

After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

1  
Discuss the history and development of our 
understanding of media effects. 

2  Explain how the critical theory  model differs 
from the effects models.

3  name four types of effects the mass media 
can have.

4  Explain eight major communication theories 
and their uses.

5  Explain how the Mean World syndrome 
addresses the effects of consuming large

 
amounts of violent media.
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28    PART I • InTRoDuCTIon To THE MEDIA

that 90 percent of the people who had their communi-

cations collected by the nsA were ordinary Internet 

users from the united states and around the world who 

were not actual surveillance targets. Among the infor-

mation retained by the nsA are “stories of love and 

heartbreak, illicit sexual liaisons, mental-health crises, 

political and religious conversions, financial anxieties and 

disappointed hopes.” The Post’s reporting was based 

on approximately 160,000 e-mail and instant-message 

conversations collected by the nsA and handed over by 

snowden.6 Reporters from the Guardian and Washington 

Post won the public service Pulitzer Prize in 2014 for their 

reporting based on snowden’s documents.

Despite having to stay in Russia, snowden main-

tains an active telepresence in the rest of the world. In 

March 2016 he spoke via video to a group of journalists, 

hackers, and whistle-blowers in Berlin, and in April he 

spoke to college students and faculty at simon fraser 

university in Vancouver, British Columbia.7

The snowden case illustrates how much has changed 

since Daniel Ellsberg gave copies of many of the volumes 

of the so-called Pentagon Papers to reporters back in 

1971. Ellsberg had to physically photocopy pages at a time 

when photocopy machines were uncommon 

and typically locked down after hours. (You can 

read more about the Pentagon Papers case and 

Ellsberg in Chapter 13.) snowden had to know 

how to bypass computer security, but beyond 

that, all he had to do was download the files to 

a flash drive. Ellsberg had to smuggle hundreds 

of physical pages out of the Pentagon.8

A blogger writing for the newsweekly the Economist 

says that whether you view people who leak top-secret 

electronic documents as heroes or traitors really doesn’t 

matter. The writer argues that we are undergoing a major 

shift from a world with paper documents that are heavy 

and tied to a place to electronic documents that can be 

moved around the globe with the click of a mouse, and 

no amount of prosecuting cyberleakers will change that. 

The writer is not defending those who release electronic 

documents; rather, he’s explaining the long-term impact 

that this change of media means. The blogger is essen-

tially bringing to the forefront the ideas of Canadian 

economist Harold Innis, who believed that any given 

medium has a bias of lasting a long time or of being 

easy to distribute. Paper documents, which we are more 

used to, are heavy and hard to move. Electronic docu-

ments, on the other hand, don’t have a physical form 

and thus can be moved about with incredible ease. As 

you will read later in this chapter, Innis was the scholar 

who inspired media theorist Marshall McLuhan’s popu-

lar concept of “the medium is the message.”9

SECRET 5 u	As we think about snowden and the transfor-

mations that electronic documents have brought to our soci-

ety, remember that it is a key example of secret 5: All media 

are social. Because electronic documents are so portable, 

they can always be shared. In this chapter, we look at how 

our understanding of media and their effects have evolved 

over the past century and consider several approaches to 

studying these effects. finally, we look at how media effects 

can be analyzed within the realm of politics.

History of Media Effects Research
As we discussed in Chapter 1 in the section on media literacy, media consumers often assume that the 
media have large, obvious, and generally negative effects on people, and they look to blame the media 

for complex social problems.10 In this section, we look at how our understanding of 
media effects has evolved and changed over the past two hundred years.

Rise of Mass Society
Prior to the 1800s, most people in Europe and North America lived in rural commu-
nities where their neighbors were likely to be similar in ethnic, racial, and religious 
background. People knew their neighbors, and their neighbors knew them. There were 
only limited opportunities for people to change their station in life or to learn much 
about the outside world. But with the rise of the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth 
century, we started to see massive migration from the rural areas into the cities and 

from various countries to the United States. As people moved into the cities, they started working for 
wages in factories with people who were quite different from them. With industrialization, people went 
from small, close-knit communities where they knew everyone to a mass society where they learned about 

Read more 
about Glenn 
Greenwald’s 

reporting 
on Edward 
Snowden.
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the world from mass media sources, such as the new inexpensive newspapers, 
magazines, and paperback novels.11

SECRET 7 u	At the end of the nineteenth century, people came to believe 
that the traditional ties of church, community, and family were breaking down 
and losing their power to influence people. The comfortable local community 
was being replaced by something impersonal, complex, and removed from 
the traditions that had previously held people together. Concerned observ-
ers noted that people seemed to be alienated, isolated, and interchangeable 
members of a faceless mass audience, separated by the decline of the family 
and the growth of technology. So what held this new mass society together?12 
The increasingly frequent answer was that the mass media were replacing the 
church, family, and community in shaping public opinion.13

(For additional discussion of the growth of the mass media from its origins 
in the 1400s to the present day, see Chapter 1.)

Propaganda and the Direct Effects Model
Fears that media messages would have strong, direct effects on audience 
members grew out of propaganda efforts by all combatants during World 
War I and by Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy in the 1930s. Critics worried 
that mass media messages would overwhelm people in the absence of 
the influences of family and community. With traditional social forces in 
decline, it was inevitable, critics feared, that the media would become the most powerful force 
within society.

This argument viewed audience members as passive targets who would be hit or injected with 
the message, which, like a vaccine, would affect most people in similar ways. But research looking 
for powerful, direct effects leading to opinion and behavioral changes generally came up short. In 
fact, in the 1940s and 1950s, researchers sometimes doubted whether media messages had any effect 
on individuals at all.14 Although most scholars now focus on the media’s indirect effects on society 
rather than their direct effects on individuals, they remain concerned about how the media influence 
individuals.

The big problem is that the direct effects approach viewed media messages as a stimulus that would 
lead to a predictable attitudinal or behavioral response with nothing intervening between sender and 
audience. But although people have a shared biological heritage, they have different backgrounds, needs, 
attitudes, and values. In short, everyone has been socialized differently. The indirect effects approach 
still looks at the effects that messages have on individuals, but it accounts 
for the fact that audience members perceive and interpret these messages 
selectively according to individual differences. Because people’s percep-
tions are selective, their responses to the messages vary as well. A person 
who is preparing to buy a car, a person who just bought a car, and a person 
who doesn’t drive will each react differently to an automobile commercial.

Voter Studies and the Limited Effects Model
During the 1920s and 1930s, the decades when the Nazis, Italian Fascists, 
and Soviets were using propaganda, many critics worried that the media 
might be responsible for powerful direct effects on the public. Their gen-
eral worries about the media extended to the possible effects of political 
campaign messages. Critics, considering recent urbanization and the 
decline of traditional institutions, feared that political media campaigns 
would “inject” people with ideas that would lead to the message creator’s 
desired actions, such as supporting a particular candidate, ideology, or 
point of view. This model of powerful direct campaign effects was largely 
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30    PART I • InTRoDuCTIon To THE MEDIA

THE MESSAGES IN PROPAGANDA

There’s an Internet meme known as Godwin’s Law of 
nazi Analogies that states: “As an online discussion 
grows longer, the probability of a comparison involving 

nazis or Hitler approaches one.”1

With the common use of nazi name-calling these days, it’s 
hard sometimes to remember that during World War II when 
people talked about Hitler and the nazis, they were talking 
about actual nazis. Hitler was a popular figure used by 
American and European government propagandists, as can be 
seen in the poster on the left promoting car sharing. Although it 
doesn’t invoke Hitler, the Minnesota Department of 
Transportation also wants to get people carpooling with its 
Greater Minnesota Commuter Challenge and is promoting the 
cause using propaganda posters as well.2

What are these posters saying?

What message is the World War II poster on the left trying to 
convey? What is the message of the poster on the right from 
the Minnesota Department of Transportation?

Why are they sending these messages?

Why are these two groups sending these messages? What is 
their goal in trying to persuade you to carpool?

How do you and your classmates interpret these 
messages?

How do you react to messages like these? How do arguments 
today comparing someone to Hitler differ from those made 
during the World War II era? How do the arguments for 
carpooling during World War II differ from arguments today? 
Do you think one is more persuasive than the other? Why?

1Mike Godwin, “Meme, Counter-Meme,” Wired, October 1994, www.wired.com/wired/
archive/2.10/godwin.if.html.
2Minnesota Department of Transportation, “The Greater Minnesota Commuter Challenge,” 
2012, www.dot.state.mn.us.

Are you surprised to see car sharing as a subject of propaganda? What’s your reaction to each poster? How does looking at these images as 
propaganda, rather than as advertisements or marketing material, influence your view of their message? Would the message promoting car 
sharing have more influence on you if you were already considering doing it?
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Chapter 2 • MAss CoMMunICATIon EffECTs      31

discredited by voter studies in the 1940s and 1950s, but it remains important because many people still 
believe that it is accurate.15

The People’s Choice. One of the first large-scale social-scientific studies of campaign influences was 
the People’s Choice study of the 1940 U.S. presidential election contest between Democrat Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and Republican Wendell Willkie. A team of researchers led by Paul Lazarsfeld looked at how 
voters in Erie County, Ohio, decided which candidate to vote for. Lazarsfeld’s team found that people who 
were highly interested in the campaign and paid the most attention to media coverage of it were the least 
likely to be influenced by the campaign. Why? Because they had decided whom they supported before 
the campaign had even begun.16

In contrast, voters who decided at the last minute usually turned to friends or neighbors, rather than 
the media, for information about the campaign. In general, they turned to people who followed the cam-
paign closely, the ones whom Lazarsfeld called opinion leaders.

SECRET 5 u	Opinion leaders are influential community members—friends, family members, and 
coworkers—who spend significant time with the media. Lazarsfeld suggested that information flows 
from the media to opinion leaders, and then from opinion leaders to the rest of the public. Keep in mind 
that the opinion leaders are ordinary people who are simply very interested and involved in a topic. 
Although this finding was not expected, it should not be terribly surprising that interpersonal influence 
is more important than the media. The idea here is fairly simple: People in groups tend to share opin-
ions with one another, and when they want reliable information, they go to the people they know. And 
this serves to illustrate Secret 5: All media are social. Even decades before so-called social media (like 
Facebook and Twitter) existed, people were still drawn to talk about the news at length.

With the lengthy campaigns today, people find it easier to turn to interpersonal sources than the 
wealth of media information. Yet this trend is nothing new. Although many people believe that our 
election campaigns are starting earlier and earlier every election cycle, presidential candidate William 
Jennings Bryan started his campaign for the 1900 election one month after the election of 1896!17 Even 
as early as the 1830s, when the penny press was just getting started, presidential campaigns could run 
as long as two years.

The People’s Choice study, as well as other early voter studies, found that campaigns typically rein-
forced existing political predispositions and that few people changed their minds about whom they were 
going to support. There are several reasons for this:

zz The voters who start off with strong opinions are unlikely to change them.
zz The voters who pay the most attention to a campaign are those with the strongest political views; 

thus, they are the least likely to change their opinions.
zz The most persuadable voters (those who are least informed) are not likely to pay attention to 

political communication and therefore are not strongly influenced by media coverage of the 
campaign.18

The Importance of Meaning and the Critical/Cultural Model
In the decades between World War I and World War II came the rise of a revolution in social science think-
ing known as critical theory. Originated by a group of German scholars known as the Frankfurt School, 
these cultural critics were trying to make sense of a changing world that was leaving people alienated, 
exploited, and repressed with no good way of making sense of what was happening. Many of these schol-
ars were Marxist in their political and social views, deeply concerned by the upheavals brought about by 
the end of World War I. These upheavals led to the rise of fascism in some parts of Europe and communism 
divorced from Karl Marx’s ideas in others. There are several key principles to this approach:

zz There are serious problems that people suffer that come from exploitation and the division of 
labor.

zz People are treated as “things” to be used rather than individuals who have value.
zz You can’t make sense out of ideas and events if you take them out of their historical context.

Learn about the long 
presidential campaigns of 
the 1800s.
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32    PART I • InTRoDuCTIon To THE MEDIA

zz Society is coming to be dominated by a culture industry (what we might call the mass media) that 
takes cultural ideas, turns them into commodities, and sells them in a way to make the maximum 
amount of money. This separates ideas from the people who produce them.

zz You cannot separate facts from the values attached to them and the circumstances from which 
these facts emerged.

Political science scholar Stephen Bronner writes that it is out of critical theory that we saw the rise 
of environmentalism, racial equality, sexual equality, and the examination of privilege. While critical 
theory cannot always help us understand ideas themselves, it can, Bronner writes, help us understand 
where they come from: “To put it crudely, critical theory can offer fruitful perspectives on the historical 
genesis and social uses of, say, the theory of relativity introduced by Albert Einstein. But it should not 
attempt to make philosophical judgments about its truth character.”19  

SECRET 3 u	C. Wright Mills, who was heavily influenced by critical theorists, argued that media cover-
age of private problems helped turn them into major public issues. Bronner writes, “Women have already 
turned incest and spousal abuse from private into public concerns; gay and lesbian citizens have advocated 
the need for legislation against ‘hate crimes’; people of color are challenging institutional racism; and 
countless other attempts have been made . . . to render the myriad institutions of the powerful accountable 
to the disempowered.”20 In other words, this is Secret 3: Everything from the margin moves to the center.

Up through the 1940s, most of the research on the mass media focused on direct and indirect effects 
of media messages on the behaviors of groups and individuals. But another school of thought looks 

at how people use media to construct their view of the world rather 
than looking at how media change people’s behaviors. Instead of using 
the quantitative data analysis of the voter studies, the critical/cultural 
approach takes a more qualitative examination of the social structure 
in which communication takes place. It considers how meaning is cre-
ated within society, who controls the media systems, and the roles the 
media play in our lives. Instead of looking at how messages affect peo-
ple, it looks at how people use and construct messages.21

An example of the critical/cultural approach is the charge, leveled 
by many critics, that the crime stories that deal with attractive, wealthy, 
white women and girls attract much more media attention than do disap-
pearances of women of color or those who are poor. Consider the story 
of Casey Anthony. The attractive, young, white mother was accused of 
murdering her two-year-old daughter. During her trial in 2011, the news 
media, especially cable television, was obsessed with the case. When 
Anthony was found not guilty, Facebook, Twitter, and other social media 
sites were filled with outraged comments about the verdict. In addition, 
talk show hosts such as Nancy Grace seemed to be obsessed with the 
case. 

Five years after the court acquitted Anthony, Google News still 
featured more than 202,000 links to news stories connected to the 
case. On the other hand, a 2016 Google search for Jhessye Shockley, 
a five-year-old African American girl from Arizona who disappeared 
in 2011, only turned up 341 news stories, most connecting to the 2015 
conviction of her mother in Jhessye’s death.22

Keith Woods, an expert on diversity issues who has worked for both the Poynter Institute (a journalism 
think tank) and NPR, says stories about minority women tend to receive less attention because reporters 
are more likely to report about people they see as being like themselves. And since most newsrooms tend 
to be disproportionately white and middle class, the disappearance of a white woman is seen as a bigger 
story. This control over which stories are reported means that the public at large is not aware that African 
American women are disproportionately more likely to disappear than white women.23

Journalist and critic Katy Waldman has noted that true crime stories on television and other media 
typically are more successful if they include “a beautiful dead girl.” Both the Netflix documentary series 
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was acquitted of charges of 
murdering her daughter in 
2011, cable news channels 
and social media devoted 
massive coverage to the 
verdict. Critics charge that 
when cases such as this don’t 
involve an attractive white 
woman or girl, they get very 
little media attention.
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Making a Murderer and the podcast Serial found huge success telling the stories of murdered attractive 
young women. But when Serial moved on in its second season to talking about the case of the controver-
sial Sgt. Bowe Bergdahl being held captive in Pakistan, the buzz and listenership was reportedly much 
smaller. “The most disturbing theory I have heard so far for why Season 2 is not doing as well as Season 
1 is that the most poetical subject in the world is a beautiful dead girl, and Season 2 lacks a beautiful 
dead girl,” Waldman said in her podcast for Slate magazine. Waldman here is paraphrasing Edgar Allan 
Poe, who wrote, “[T]he death, then, of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic 
in the world.”24

Effects of the Media in Our Lives
Media scholars throughout the twentieth century who studied the effects of the mass media 
on individuals and society questioned several aspects of the media, including the messages 
being sent, the media sending them, the owners of the media, and the audience members 
themselves.25

Message Effects
Not surprisingly, the earliest concerns about the effects of mass communication focused on 
how messages might change people’s behaviors, attitudes, or beliefs. These message effects 
can take a variety of forms.

Cognitive Effects. The most common and observable message effect is on the short-term learning of 
information. This can be as significant as learning about a new medical treatment or as trivial as remem-
bering the lyrics to a popular song. The amount of learning that takes place from media content depends 
largely on the motivation level of the person consuming the media. 

SECRET 5 u	Political scientist Doris Graber found that 
people who want to be able to talk intelligently with oth-
ers about media content (whether it be the news, a sport-
ing event, or an entertainment program) learn much more 
from the media than people who are simply seeking enter-
tainment. (One more example of how all media are social. 
Remember, you don’t need to be using Facebook or Twitter to 
make media social.) Research also shows that people learn 
more from people they identify with and pay more attention 
to political commentators they agree with than ones they 
dislike.26 Hence the most popular political radio talk shows, 
such as those hosted by conservatives Rush Limbaugh and 
Sean Hannity, argue a single and consistent point of view 
rather than providing a range of views.27

Attitudinal Effects. People can develop feelings about a 
product, an individual, or an idea on the basis of media con-
tent. Viewers might decide that they like a new product, political candidate, or hairstyle because of what 
they have seen in a television commercial, a news broadcast, or a sitcom. Typically it is much easier to get 
people to form new opinions than to get them to change existing ones.28 For example, political advertising 
generally tries to change the opinions of uncommitted voters rather than those of voters who already 
have strong political loyalties. In the 2016 presidential election campaign, the Bernie Sanders campaign 
found substantial success by targeting young, uncommitted voters who value being asked directly for 
their support.29 

Behavioral Effects. Behavioral effects include actions such as clipping a coupon from a newspaper, 
buying a product, making a phone call, and voting for a candidate. They might also include imitating 
attractive behaviors (for example, dressing a certain way). Behavioral effects are in many ways the most 

Can you come up with a recent 
example of someone publicly making 
the argument that “the media” have 
powerful direct effects on people? How 
would you respond to his or her 
arguments? 

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

p The youth vote’s biggest 
beneficiary has been Bernie 
Sanders, who won 80% of 
the youth vote in Iowa and 
Nevada. The candidate 
was the Internet’s darling, 
dominating the competition 
on Facebook, Tumblr, 
Instagram, and Twitter.

Read stories about media 
coverage on missing white 
women.
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34    PART I • InTRoDuCTIon To THE MEDIA

difficult to achieve because people are reluctant to change their behavior. Sometimes, 
however, people go to the media deliberately looking for behavior to copy, as when a 
child watches an episode of Batman and then imitates it in play, or when a teenager 
watches a movie to learn how to behave on a date.30

Psychological Effects. Media content can inspire fear, joy, revulsion, happiness, or 
amusement, among other feelings.31 A major psychological effect of media content, 
especially violent or erotic material, is arousal. Symptoms of arousal can include a rise 
in heart rate, adrenaline levels, or sexual response. Seeking a psychological response 
is a common reason for spending time with the media, whether the response sought 

is relaxation, excitement, or emotional release. Arousal 
can come from content (action, violence, sexuality, loud 
music or sound) and from style (motion, use of color, the 
rate and speed at which new images appear). Notice that 
music videos, which often offer little in terms of learning, 
provide many of these elements.32 Contemporary composer 
John Adams talked about how his Pulitzer Prize–winning 
composition about the September 11, 2001, attacks, “On the 
Transmigration of Souls,” makes people feel:

Modern people have learned all too well how to keep 
our emotions in check, and we know how to mask them 
with humor or irony. Music has a singular capacity to 
unlock those controls and bring us face to face with 
our raw, uncensored, and unattenuated feelings. That 
is why during times when we are grieving or in need 
of being in touch with the core of our beings we seek 
out those pieces which speak to us with that sense of 
gravitas and serenity.33

Medium Effects
As mass media consumption grew in the 1950s, scholars also started paying more attention to the particu-
lar medium being used to transmit messages. Until the 1950s, most media effects research focused on the 
interactions among the sender, the message, and the receiver, ignoring the influence of the medium itself. 
But the medium used to communicate is crucial. Canadian communication researcher Marshall McLuhan 
argued that the medium used for transmission can be as important as the message itself, if not more so. 
McLuhan is best known for his statement “The medium is the message,” by which he meant that the method 
of message transmittal is a central part of the message. For example, television does an excellent job of 
transmitting emotional messages because it includes both visual (explosions, luxury interiors) and audio 
(laugh tracks, scary music) cues along with words. And consider technology that enhances the sound of 
movies: Surround sound systems are designed to create a realistic experience by surrounding viewers with 
five distinct sound channels, as well as shaking them with a deep bass channel. The goal is not to transmit 
the message better, but to create a more overwhelming experience. (Think of how the impact of a summer 
blockbuster film would be diminished if the sound were turned down.) The same is true of large-screen 
high-definition television sets. Books and newspapers, in contrast, are much better at transmitting complex 
rational information because these media allow us to review the information and consider its meaning at 
our own pace.34 The Web excels at providing obscure materials that appeal to a limited, widely dispersed 
audience, and it makes it easy for receivers to respond to what they’ve seen or heard.

SECRET 1 u	Media scholars now recognize that communication technology is a fundamental ele-
ment of society and that new technologies can lead to social change.35 (As Secret 1 points out, the media 
are essential components of our lives.) Media sociologist Joshua Meyrowitz, for example, argues that the 
existence and development of various media can lead to radical changes in society.
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Chapter 2 • MAss CoMMunICATIon EffECTs      35

He writes that the development of publishing and books in the sixteenth century made it easy for 
new ideas to spread beyond the person who originated them and that this tended to undermine the 
control of ideas by both the monarchy and the Roman Catholic Church.36 As can be seen by the Edward 
Snowden story discussed at the beginning of the chapter, the existence of digital documents, encrypted 
e-mail, and high-capacity thumb drives now allows a small group of technically skilled individuals to 
spread news and documents around the world, with governments powerless to stop them. Meyrowitz 
also identifies some social effects of particular media. In No Sense of Place, he argues that the major 
effect of print as a medium is to segregate audiences according to education, age, class, and gender. For 
example, a teenager needs to be able to read at a certain level to understand the content of a magazine 
targeted at young women or young men—content that a young child would be unable to comprehend. 
In contrast, electronic media such as television tend to cross the demographic boundaries. A child too 
young to read a magazine or book can still understand at least some of the information in a television 
program targeted at adults.37 This is why parent groups and childhood educators push to have early- 
evening programming on television contain more “family-friendly” programs and why parents seek to 
restrict certain sites and apps on a child’s smartphone or tablet.

The importance of the particular medium used to convey a message applies at every level of com-
munication, from intrapersonal (how is an audio journal different from a written one?) to interpersonal 
(how is a phone call different from an e-mail?) to mass (how is a book different from a movie?).

Ownership Effects
Instead of looking at the effects of media and their messages, some scholars examine the influence of 
those who own and control the media.38 These critical scholars are concerned because owners of media 
determine which ideas will be produced and distributed by those media.

In the United States, the majority of media outlets are owned by a small number of giant multinational con-
glomerates and new media companies: Disney, News Corporation/21st Century Fox, Time Warner, Viacom/
CBS, Bertelsmann, Comcast/NBCUniversal, and Google. Some observers, such as German academic and 
sociologist Jürgen Habermas, fear that these corporations are becoming a sort of ruling class, controlling which 
books are published, which programs are aired, which movies are produced, and which news stories are writ-
ten.39 As we discuss in Chapter 3, Disney, News Corporation, and Google have all had to compromise at times 
with the Chinese government in order to keep doing business in China. For example, Google had to agree to 
censor its search results about sensitive topics in China for the company to be allowed to operate there.40

Media critic and former newspaper editor Ben Bagdikian suggests that the influence of media owners can 
be seen in how the news media select stories to be covered. He argues that large media organizations will kill 
news stories and entertainment programs that don’t reflect well on the corporation. The roots of this tendency 
go back to when captains of industry such as J. P. Morgan and the Rockefellers bought out magazines that 
criticized them in order to silence that criticism. What we end up with, Bagdikian says, is not the feared bogey-
man of government censorship, but rather “a new Private Ministry of Information and Culture” that gives cor-
porations control over what we will see, hear, or read.41 Increasingly, however, the new alternative media are 
providing channels that allow consumers to bypass Big Media controls.42 (See the section on long-tail media 
in Chapter 3 for more on how these new channels are enabling anyone who wants to distribute content to do 
so on a large scale.) Blogs such as RedState and Daily Kos give voice to issues from a partisan point of view 
with no controls at all other than those the authors choose to employ. There are also data-driven, nonpartisan 
online news sources like Ezra Klein’s Vox and Nate Silver’s FiveThirtyEight that have an underlying political 
point of view but nevertheless are committed to honest reporting backed up by hard, supporting data.

Active Audience Effects
Some of the early fears about the effects of the media on audience members arose from the belief that the 
audience truly was a faceless, undifferentiated mass—that the characteristics of the audience en masse 
also applied to the audience’s individual members. Early critics viewed modern people as alienated and 
isolated individuals who, separated by the decline of the family and the growth of a technological soci-
ety, didn’t communicate with one another. After World War II, the concept of the mass audience began to 
change as scholars came to realize that the audience was made up of unique members who responded 
as individuals, not as undifferentiated members of a mass.43

The latest from Nate Silver’s 
FiveThirtyEight.

Check out the corporate 
sites of media giants.
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36    PART I • InTRoDuCTIon To THE MEDIA

Today, communicators, marketers, and scholars realize that individuals seek and respond 
to different messages at different times and for different reasons. Therefore, they divide audi-
ences on the basis of geographics, or where people live; demographics, or their gender, race, 
ethnic background, income, education, age, educational attainment, and the like; or psycho-
graphics, a combination of demographics, lifestyle characteristics, and product usage. Hence 
a young woman buying a small SUV to take her mountain bike out into the mountains will 
respond to a very different kind of advertising message than a mother seeking a small SUV so 
that she can safely drive her child to school during rush hour in the winter.

Audiences can also be classified by the amount of time they spend using media or by 
the purposes for which they use media. Each segment of the media audience will behave 
differently. Take television viewing as an example. Some people tune in daily to watch their 
favorite soap opera or talk show and won’t change the channel for the entire hour. This is 
known as appointment viewing. Others surf through a number of channels using the remote 
control, looking for something that will capture their interest. Still others switch back and 
forth between two channels.

SECRET 7 u	With regard to television, the concept of a mass audience consuming the same content at the 
same time existed to some extent from the 1950s to the 1970s, when the vast majority of viewers had access 
to only three broadcast networks, but that concept broke down completely with the advent of cable, satellite, 
multiple broadcast networks, TiVo, DVDs, and VCRs. (This is an example of Secret 7: There is no “they.”)

Media scholar James Potter suggests that the media audience resembles a pyramid. (Remember the 
pyramid figure in Chapter 1?) At the peak of the pyramid we are all consuming the same messages, such as 
the horrifying reports of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. At the base of the pyramid we are all differ-
ent, consuming what interests us personally, such as when we surf the Internet. In between the narrow top 
and the wide base are the various audience segments that the media and advertisers are trying to reach.44

In addition to recognizing that different people use the media in different ways, scholars have realized 
that mass communication messages are generally mediated through other levels of communication. One 
reason this book discusses intrapersonal, interpersonal, and group communication in addition to mass 
communication is that these levels all come into play in how mass communication operates. People 
discuss political news with one another, cheer together for their favorite teams while watching a hockey 
game on television, and think about how stock market information is going to affect their investment 
plans. A young man’s reaction to a love scene in a movie will differ depending on if he watches it with a 
group of friends, with his sweetie, or with his parents.45

Theories of Media and Society
There is a scene in Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back in which Luke Skywalker is nervous 
about entering a cave beneath a tree in the Dagobah jungle. He asks Master Yoda, “What’s in there?” Yoda 
replies, “Only what you take with you.” And so it is with mass communication. What we find with mass 
communication research depends in large part on the theory base we take with us and the questions 
the theories suggest we pose. It’s not so much that different approaches to research give us different 
answers—it’s more that they take us to different questions. In this section, we look at several of the theo-
retical approaches to mass communication and the types of questions they raise.

Functional Analysis
The effects of the media are not limited to those on individuals or groups. Some of the media’s most sig-
nificant effects reach society as a whole.

According to media scholar Harold Lasswell, the mass media are simply an extension of basic func-
tions that society has always needed. Earlier societies had priests, town criers, storytellers, bards who sang 
ballads, and travelers who brought news from distant lands.46 Communication can be functional or dys-
functional, but in either case it operates within the social system.47 For example, some people respond inap-
propriately to the news of approaching danger. Instead of going to the basement during a tornado warning, a 

Does the medium you use for mass 
communication change how you 
perceive the message? How does 
watching a movie at an IMAX theater 
differ from watching it on your 
television set? How does listening to a 
speech on the radio or on television 
differ from reading a copy of the 
speech online or in a newspaper? Are 
you more comfortable reading 
something disturbing than seeing a 
video about the same subject?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

Watch commercials targeting 
different audiences.
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Chapter 2 • MAss CoMMunICATIon EffECTs      37

functional response, they go outside with their video cameras 
to get footage of the storm, a dysfunctional response. In both 
cases, they are responding to the news of the storm.

Lasswell wrote that the media perform three major 
social functions48:

1. Surveillance of the environment, looking for both 
threats and opportunities

2. Correlation of different elements of society, allowing 
segments of society to work together

3. Transmission of culture from one generation to the next

To these three, media sociologist Charles Wright adds the function of entertainment.49 Let’s look more 
closely at each of these functions.

Surveillance of the Environment. Much of what we know about the world we learn from the media through 
the process of surveillance. The media show us what is happening not only within our own culture, but in 
other societies as well. Our only other sources of knowledge about the world are our own direct experiences 
and the direct experiences that others share with us. For example, people who live in the Middle East learn 
much of what they know about the outside world through their use of social media and direct messaging 
software like WhatsApp, which allow them to bypass much of the local censorship that limits legacy media.50

The constant flow of information from the media allows us to survey our surroundings. It can give us 
warnings of approaching danger—everything from changes in the weather to earthquakes to violence in 
the streets. This flow of information is essential for the everyday operation of society. The stock markets 
depend on the business news, travelers depend on weather forecasts, and grocery shoppers depend on 
knowing what’s on special this week.

Surveillance can also serve to undermine society. For example, when people in poor nations see 
media images of what life is like in the United States and other industrialized Western nations, they may 
become dissatisfied with the conditions of their own lives, and this may lead to social unrest and vio-
lence. News about violence may also make people more fearful for their own safety.

Surveillance is not just for the masses. Government and industry leaders worldwide watch CNN or C-SPAN 
or read the New York Times or Financial Times to know what other government leaders are saying and thinking.

News can also give status to individuals. Because media coverage exposes them to large audiences, 
they seem important. This process is known as status conferral. Thus, the U.S. president’s press spokes-
person becomes famous and important simply because he or she is speaking with the media.51 Think 
about the level of coverage the Casey Anthony not-guilty verdict (mentioned earlier in this chapter) 
received in the summer of 2011. According to the Project for Excellence in Journalism’s news coverage 
index, during the week of the verdict the story filled 38 percent of the time on cable news channels. CNN’s 
HLN channel, which is credited with bringing the trial to national attention through the efforts of talk show 
host Nancy Grace, had its ratings increase by 1,700 percent on the afternoon the verdict was announced.52 
No other trial since 2007 has even come close to this level of coverage. For example, the verdict in the 
murder trial for Dr. Conrad Murray, who was found guilty of involuntary manslaughter in the death of singer 
Michael Jackson, commanded only 8 percent of the cable news coverage that week.53

Correlation of Different Elements of Society. Correlation is the selection, evaluation, and interpre-
tation of events to impose structure on the news. Correlation is accomplished by persuasive communica-
tion through editorials, commentary, advertising, and propaganda. Through media-supplied correlation, 
we make sense out of what we learn through surveillance. It puts news into categories and provides cues 
that indicate the importance of each news item. Does it appear on the front page of the newspaper? Is it 
the first item on the broadcast? Is there a teaser on the magazine cover promoting the story?

Although many people say that they would prefer just the facts, virtually the only news outlet that 
provides no interpretation of events is the public affairs network C-SPAN, which has rigid rules governing 
how every event is covered. Far more viewers choose to go to the broadcast networks or cable news chan-
nels, which provide some interpretation, rather than watch the relatively dry, “just the facts” C-SPAN.54
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of status conferral when he 
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YouTube videos and later as 
a writer and as a competitor 
on the reality TV series The 
Amazing Race.
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It is often difficult to distinguish between communication that is informative and communication that is 
persuasive. Editorial judgments are always being made as to which stories should be covered and which should 
be omitted, which picture of a politician should be published, or what kind of headline should be written. Thus, 
it is useful to view surveillance and correlation as two functions that can be shared by a particular message.

Socialization and Transmission of Culture. Socialization is the process of integrating people within 
society through the transmission of values, social norms, and knowledge to new members of the group.

SECRET 1 u	It is through the media, as well as through our friends, family, school, and church, that we 
learn the values of our society. Socialization is important not only to young people as they are growing 
up, but also to immigrants learning about and assimilating into their new country, high school students 
heading off to college, and new graduates going to work.55 (Another example of Secret 1: The media are 
essential components of our lives.)

The media provide socialization in a variety of ways:

zz Through role models in entertainment programming
zz Through goals and desires as presented in media content
zz Through the citizenship values portrayed in the news
zz Through advertisements for products that may be useful to us in different stages of our lives

Entertainment. Entertainment is communication designed primarily to amuse, even if it serves other 
functions as well, which it almost always does. A television medical drama would be considered enter-
tainment, even though it might educate a person about life in a hospital or the symptoms of a major ill-
ness. In fact, a major characteristic of all television programming, including entertainment programming, 
is to let people know what life outside their own world is like.56

Agenda Setting
Although explanations of powerful direct effects did not hold up under research scrutiny, people still had 
a hard time accepting that the news media and political campaigns had little or no effect on the public. 
Agenda-setting theory provides an alternative explanation that does not minimize the influence of 
the media on society.57 This theory holds that issues that are portrayed as important in the news media 
become important to the public—that is, the media set the agenda for public debate. If the media are 
not able to tell people what to think, as the direct effects model proposed, perhaps they can tell people 
what to think about. Agenda-setting theorists seek to determine whether the issues that are important 
to the media are also important to the public.58 For example, during the 2016 presidential campaign, 
Republican candidate Donald Trump was getting talked about by voters throughout the country, with 
all the provocative comments he made (see Figure 2.1). That level of talk was matched by getting almost 
as much television news coverage overall as all the rest of the field combined. According to the GDELT 
Project that tracks all the coverage of the election by the major broadcast and cable news channels, 
Trump received more than 49 percent of all the TV mentions during the campaign, as of April 2016. His 
closest rival? Jeb Bush, whose campaign was highly touted but never really got off the ground.59

The initial study of agenda setting was conducted in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, by Donald Shaw and 
Maxwell McCombs. The researchers found, among uncommitted voters in the 1968 presidential election, a 
strong relationship between the issues the press considered important and the issues the voters considered 
important. Since these voters had not already made up their minds about the upcoming election, their most 
likely source of cues, the researchers concluded, was the mass media. The study compared the content of 
the press and the attitudes of voters and found a strong correlation. Even though the researchers did not 
find evidence that the press persuaded people to change their opinions, they did find that the issues fea-
tured in the campaign and in the press were also the issues that voters felt were important.60

There are, however, some limits on the usefulness of the agenda-setting concept. If a story does not 
resonate with the public, neither the media nor the candidates will be able to make people care. For 
example, reports that Ronald and Nancy Reagan had conceived a child before they were married did 
not seem to do any damage to Reagan’s image; nor was the Rev. Pat Robertson’s campaign damaged by 
reports that the candidate and his wife had lied about the date of their wedding anniversary to hide the 
fact that their first child was conceived premaritally.

Read NPR’s coverage on 
Donald Trump.
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Chapter 2 • MAss CoMMunICATIon EffECTs      39

Uses and Gratifications Theory
Uses and gratifications theory turns the traditional way of looking at media effects on 
its head. Instead of looking at the audience as a sheep-like mass of receivers of messages, 
uses and gratifications theory views audience members as active receivers of information of 
their own choosing. Uses and gratifications theory is based on the following assumptions:

zz Audience members are active receivers who have wants and needs. They then make 
decisions about media use based on those wants and needs. For example, in this 
approach, video games don’t do things to children; children make use of video games.

zz Media compete with many sources of gratification. I might watch television in the 
evening to relax. Television would be competing with reading a magazine, going for 
a walk, and playing with my son as alternative ways of relaxing.

zz Audience members are aware of these choices and make them consciously.
zz Our judgments about the value of various media uses must come from the audience’s perspective.61

The idea behind uses and gratifications theory is that individuals are constantly seeking gratifications, 
and the media compete to provide them. Media scholar Arthur Asa Berger says that among the gratifications 
that audience members might seek are to be amused, to experience the beautiful, to have shared expe-
riences with others, to find models to imitate, and to believe in romantic love.62 So someone who doesn’t 
care about football might still watch a game on television and enjoy it because he wants to spend time with 
friends. Although he is consuming media, that’s not the real point of his interaction with the television set.

Social Learning
At some point in your life, you’ve been told that experience is the best teacher. While experience may be a 
good teacher, it is also a harsh one, forcing us to suffer from our mistakes. Fortunately, we don’t have to make 
all these mistakes ourselves, according to social psychologist Albert Bandura’s social learning theory. 
Bandura writes, “If knowledge and skills could be acquired only by direct experience, the process of human 
development would be greatly retarded, not to mention exceedingly tedious and hazardous.”63 Instead, he 
says that we are able to learn by observing what others do and the consequences they face. Bandura says 
humans go through three steps to engage in social learning:

zz We extract key information from situations we observe.
zz We integrate these observations to create rules about how the world operates.
zz We put these rules into practice to regulate our own behavior and predict the behaviors of others.

Can you name a story that has become 
an important issue primarily because it 
has received extensive coverage from 
the news media? What’s an important 
issue that’s been ignored or not covered 
enough by the news media? Considering 
both stories, why was one covered more 
extensively than the other?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

Source: Analysis by the GDELT Project using data from the Internet Archive Television news Archive.
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The media, by widening the information about the world that we are exposed to, play an important 
role in social learning. Students and young professionals have all been warned on numerous occasions 
to be careful what they post on social media. But media coverage of a public relations practitioner 
named Justine’s social media self-destruction has likely helped a lot of folks avoid her mistake. In 2013, 
Justine sent out a tweet that read “Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’m white!” just 
before her twelve-hour flight took off from London for Cape Town, South Africa. Her tweet spawned an 
extended online firestorm under the hashtag #HasJustineLandedYet. Tweets ranged from mocking her 
insensitivity, to parody accounts, to expressions of offense and hurt. Once Justine did land, she learned 
she had been fired while she was in the air. Despite having only about five hundred followers at the time 
she took off, her tweet rapidly spread around the world. With a case like #HasJustineLandedYet, social 
media users can learn from the example of one woman without having to suffer all the consequences 
she did.64

Symbolic Interactionism
George Herbert Mead wrote back in 1934 that what holds us together as a culture is our common creation 
of society through our interactions based on language, or symbolic interactionism. We engage in sym-
bolic interactions in which we continually attempt to arouse in others the feeling we have in ourselves 
by telling others how we feel.

SECRET 1 u	If our language is understood, we are able to communicate; if, on the other hand, we do 
not share common meanings, we will not be understood.65 The mass media are by far the biggest source of 
shared meanings in our world. (Secret 1: The media are essential components of our lives.)

If you think back to our discussion of the meaning of the yellow ribbon in Chapter 1, you can see 
how this works. We start with an arbitrary symbol: the yellow ribbon. We assign it meaning and then 

propagate that meaning through portrayal through the media. 
Eventually nearly everyone comes to have the same shared 
meaning of the looped ribbon, and the ribbon becomes a uni-
versal symbol of support—support for the troops, for disease 
sufferers, and for all kinds of social causes.

Sociologist W. I. Thomas provides us with one of the most 
quoted and understandable statements of symbolic interac-
tionism: “If men define situations as real, they are real in their 
consequences.”66 If we ignore the outdated gender bias of the 
quote, there’s a lot to analyze there. What Thomas is saying 
is that if people view a problem as being real, and behave as 
though a problem is real, it will have real consequences, even 
if the problem does not truly exist. Back in 1938, Orson Welles 
narrated a famous radio adaptation of H. G. Wells’s War of the 
Worlds. The radio play was misinterpreted by some to be an 
actual news story, and there were many accounts at the time 
of people panicking and even committing suicide out of fear 
of the Martians invading New Jersey. Ever since then, broad-
casters have been very careful to run extensive disclaimers 
on the air every time they run a War of the Worlds–style story, 
to make sure they don’t panic their audience. There is also 
a widespread fear of powerful effects that the mass media 
can have on susceptible audience members. The only prob-
lem is that the research conducted at the time on the War of 
the Worlds panic was seriously flawed, and criticism of the 

research, which dates back to the 1940s, has largely been ignored, in part because the belief in the War 
of the Worlds effect is so strong. The truth is that there was far more perception of panic than actual 
panic at the time. In summary, it doesn’t matter much now whether the panic actually took place. What 
matters is that people believe that it did.67

p The panic many people 
think was inspired by Welles 
made War of the Worlds 
perhaps the most notorious 
event in American broadcast 
history.

Listen to Orson Welles’ War 
of the Worlds broadcast.
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WHERE ARE THE REY STAR WARS TOYS?

Sitting in my garage is a plastic 
storage bin full of old Star Wars 
action figures that belonged at one 

time to my kids. If you dig through it, 
there will be a Darth Vader, a Luke 
skywalker, a Han solo, maybe even a 
little green Yoda. There might be a 
Princess Leia, but that would be about it 
for female figures from the original trilogy. 

You might expect with the new Star 
Wars Episode VII: The Force Awakens 
there would be one for Daisy Ridley’s 
character Rey, the movie’s lead; a 
General Leia (a promotion from princess, 
after all, for Carrie fisher); and of course 
there has to be one for Gwendoline 
Christie’s stormtrooper Captain Phasma. 
But when Hasbro released its first set of 
Force Awakens action figure toys, none 
of these women were represented. There 
were Rey’s co-lead, finn; Chewbacca; 
and the villain Kylo Ren. But there were 
also an unnamed stormtrooper and an 
unnamed TIE fighter pilot.

Why no women? It’s not like Hasbro 
doesn’t sell lots of female action figures—
it’s just that they are generally Disney 
princesses, not women with quarterstaffs, 
blasters, or legions of rebel soldiers . . . 

so even if there aren’t action figures, you 
would at least expect there to be female 
character tokens in the Force Awakens 
edition of Monopoly . . . nope. 

Well, at least not until the #WheresRey 
hashtag campaign got started on social 
media and led to shaming Hasbro into 
including Rey and other female 
characters into subsequent toy 
releases. But this problem is not limited 
to Star Wars toys. Caroline framke, 
writing for Vox, notes that the toys for 
the Avengers omitted scarlett 
Johansson’s Black Widow, even though 
they managed to include her motorcycle 
and give it to Captain America. The 
same was true for Zoe saldana’s 
Gamora from Guardians of the Galaxy—
and saldana is a veteran of action 
movies, having stared in Avatar and 
multiple Star Trek movies.

framke writes:

The idea is that Hasbro wants to 
cater to a female audience, but it’s 
concentrating those efforts on 
princesses rather than diversifying its 
existing “boy” brands to be more 
friendly to girls. 

What this logic ignores, of course, is 
the notion that female fans of Star 
Wars or Marvel heroes, who finally 
got to see something of themselves 
in Rey or Black Widow or Gamora, 
might want to own an action figure 
that reflects as much. 

It ignores the notion that both girls 
and boys can like superhero toys, as 
well as Disney princesses.82 

You can read more here about 
#WheresRey from Vox (www.vox 
.com/2016/1/7/10726296/wheres-rey-
star-wars-monopoly) and the girl geek 
blog, The Mary Sue (www.themarysue 
.com/invisible-women). see also http://
www.ralphehanson.com/2016/04/11/
wheres-rey/.

Who are the sources?

Where did the information on Star Wars 
Episode VII: The Force Awakens toys 
come from? Who was publishing the 
stories? Where did their information 
come from?

What are they saying?

Read the two source stories from Vox 
and The Mary Sue. What reasons does 
Hasbro give for not including female 
characters in its toy sets? What do its 
critics say the reasons were?

What evidence exists?

What evidence is there for Hasbro’s 
explanation? What evidence is there 
that Hasbro had other reasons?

What do you think about action 
movie toys?

Do you believe Hasbro’s explanation for 
the initial lack of female Star Wars toys? 
Why or why not? Is this a pattern with 
Disney, given that it owns both the Star 
Wars franchise and the Marvel movies? 
Do you think it matters that toy 
companies often neglect female 
characters from action/adventure/sci-fi 
movies?

TEST YOUR MEDIA LITERACY

Female characters have always played an integral role in the Star Wars saga, but the 
initial round of toys from Star Wars: The Force Awakens omitted Rey, who was arguably 
the film’s most important character.
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Spiral of Silence
German media scholar Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, with her spiral of silence, has raised the question of 
why people become unwilling to express what they perceive to be a minority opinion. Noelle-Neumann 
became interested in this question in part from trying to find out why the Germans supported political 
positions that led to national defeat, humiliation, and ruin in the 1930s and 1940s, or why the French 
under German occupation were seemingly complacent as Jewish friends and neighbors were sent to  
concentration camps. Noelle-Neumann says that societies function on the basis of perceived consensus. 
We want to view ourselves as part of a majority and as holding the consensus opinion. Thus people will 
refrain from expressing opinions that they think will be at odds with those of their friends and neighbors, 

even though their neighbors might actually agree with them.68

So how do people receive the cues that indicate what popular public opinion is, 
so that they might agree with it? The media are important public institutions because 
they are often our best source of public opinion. Central to Noelle-Neumann’s argu-
ment is that when people believe they are in the minority with their opinion, they will 
tend to stay quiet on the topic, thus feeding the sense that a particular opinion is held 
by a minority. Thus it becomes a death spiral of diversity of ideas, as more and more 
people come to believe that they hold a minority opinion.69

While the spiral of silence is a fascinating explanation of how public opinion func-
tions, it is difficult to independently verify and prove whether it, in fact, works that way. 
Radicals will oftentimes speak up with unpopular opinions precisely because they 

are unpopular. And people who care deeply about an issue will speak out simply because they feel they 
are correct. As an example, think about the willingness of the country crossover group the Dixie Chicks 
to put themselves and their careers at risk by criticizing President George W. Bush in the early days of the 
Iraq War, at a time when they knew their views would be unpopular.70 But a study from the Pew Research 
Center Internet & American Life Project found support for the spiral of silence when it comes to discussing 
controversial issues on social media. The researchers were attempting to find out whether social media 
such as Facebook or Twitter might make people more willing to express their opinions on political issues. 
The Pew study looked at how willing people were to express an opinion about Edward Snowden’s release 
of classified documents as discussed in the opening vignette for this chapter. Not surprisingly, the study 
showed that Americans were split as to whether Snowden’s leaks were a good idea and whether the surveil-
lance policy was a good idea. But the study went on to show the following:

zz People were less willing to discuss the Snowden case on social media than they were in person.
zz People were more likely to share their opinions about Snowden if they thought their audience 

agreed with their point of view. This was true both in person and online.
zz People who wouldn’t share their opinion on Snowden in a face-to-face conversation were even less 

likely to share their opinion on social media.

Overall, the Pew study found a strong spiral of silence effect for controversial issues on social media.71

Media Logic
Media logic is an approach to analyzing the effects of mass media that was developed by David Altheide 
and Robert Snow. They argue that we live in a media world in which the dominant cultural forms are 
those defined by the media.72 The media provide major types of content—news, sports, action, drama, 
comedy, and advertising—that follow standardized formats. When we turn on a television set, long 
before we can say what specific program is on, we can use format cues to tell what type of program it 
is, even if we’ve never seen it before. These standard formats become a lens through which we view our 
everyday life. For example, we may use the format of a sports broadcast to describe our presidential races 
and apply soap opera formats to describe ongoing political scandals. We also use these formats to shape 
our behaviors, especially when we want to get media attention. So when an organization has something 
important happening, its officials plan the event around the needs and schedules of the media they want 
to cover it.73 Thus the event that the media covers is constructed especially to facilitate its being covered. 
Think about a group of protesters protesting the construction of a new power plant on a cold, rainy day. 

Read more about the Pew 
report on social media and 

the Spiral of Silence.

p Video Case 2.3: 
Transgender in the media.
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CULTIVATION THEORY

By and large, most people who 
aren’t media scholars would be 
hard pressed to name a single 

media theorist who isn’t Marshall 
McLuhan. But the one possible 
exception would be George Gerbner 
because of his cultivation theory.  
Dr. Gerbner testified before Congress 
about televised violence in october 
1981, and his cultivation theory is one 
of the top three cited theoretical 
approaches in communication research.

As you read in the section on 
cultivation analysis, one of the biggest 
areas of concern about media effects 
is how violence on television affects 
viewers, especially children. George 
Gerbner was one of the nation’s 
leading researchers on televised 
violence. Gerbner explained what he 
considered to be major 

misconceptions about the effects of 
televised violence and what his 
research suggested the real effects 
were. He argued that watching large 
amounts of television cultivates a 
distinct view of the world that is at 
odds with reality.

Gerbner argued that, because of 
televised violence, heavy television 
viewers are more likely to

zz overestimate their chances of 
experiencing violence,

zz believe that their neighborhoods 
are unsafe,

zz state that fear of crime is a very 
serious personal problem, and

zz assume that the crime rate is 
rising, regardless of the actual 
crime rate.79

While Gerbner’s developmental work on 
cultivation theory was done in the 
1960s, ’70s, and ’80s back when most 
people had access to only three or four 
broadcast cable channels, it has 
continued to interest both audience 
members and scholars into the era of 
high definition and hundreds of cable 
channels.

Dr. Patrick E. Jamieson and Dr. Dan 
Romer at the university of Pennsylvania 
took a fresh look in 2014 at Gerbner’s 
work to see how it would hold up to an 
examination of twenty-five years of data 
about televised violence and people’s 
fear of crime. Jamieson and Romer 
looked at 475 hours of television 
programming and Gallup interviews with 
more than twenty-seven thousand 
people. In their study, they found that 
while increased violent content on 

NOTHING TO FEAR BUT FEAR ITSELF?

What explains the fact that the fear of violence 
doesn’t rise and fall with the actual rate of violence?
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U.S. Violent Crime Rate, 
1974 - 2010

Despite this downwards trend, the actual rate of 
violent crime has dropped dramatically.

“Is there any area near where you live—that is, within a 
mile—where you would be afraid to walk alone at night?”
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In 2015,

Americans "frequently" or 
"occasionally" worry about 
having computer hackers steal 
their credit card information or 
being victims of identity theft...

...while only 

70% 

are afraid of 
being mugged

25% 
are afraid of being 
burglarized in their 
own home

25% 
are afraid of 
being murdered

17% 

Today, more 
Americans say crime 
is rising in the U.S.

63%
70%

20
14

20
15

NOTHING TO FEAR BUT FEAR ITSELFING TO FEAR BUT FEA

“Is there any area near where you live—that is, within a 
mile—where you would be afraid to walk alone at night?”

Today,
Americans

As a way of measuring the public's perception of the threat 
of violence, in 1965 Gallup began asking Americans....

43 38
30

38 37

Percentage who said “Yes”
1974-2011

MEDIA TRANSFORMATIONS

(Continued)
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television did not change people’s 
estimations of how dangerous the world 
around them was, it did make people 
more afraid of violence.80

Alyssa Rosenberg, writing for the Act 
four blog at the Washington Post, says 
that shows like nBC’s Law & Order: 
Special Victims Unit “create intense 
emotional bonds between viewers and 
on-screen characters,” and Dr. Romer 
told her that shows like this might have 
distinctive effects: “Women report more 
fear of crime on surveys and the source 

of discrepancy is not clear. . . . Men are 
more likely to be victims of murder but 
women are more likely to be victims in 
domestic disputes and of course in 
rapes. so, these sorts of situations may 
loom larger in women’s minds. Gerbner 
argued that movies and TV tend to 
show women as victims more than 
men, and this may also play a role.”81

WHaT is cultivation theory, and why 
has it remained so popular over the 
years?

According to Gerbner, WHaT are the 
effects of television violence?

HOW has the media world changed 
since Gerbner developed cultivation 
theory?

HOW did reading about Gerbner’s 
research and the follow-up to it by 
Jamieson and Romer change your 
understanding of the effects of media 
violence?

(Continued)

They huddle under their shelters with their signs until a news crew from a local television station shows 
up. Then the protesters come to life, marching and chanting for the benefit of the cameras. The mere fact 
that the cameras are there changes what’s happening.

Cultivation Analysis
George Gerbner (1919–2005), the best-known researcher of television violence, did not believe televised 
violence has direct effects on people’s behavior, but he was deeply concerned about its effect on society 
as a whole.74 Gerbner developed an alternative to traditional message effects research called cultivation 
analysis. His argument was that watching large amounts of television cultivates a distinct view of the 
world that is sharply at odds with reality.75

Over the years, Gerbner and his colleagues analyzed thousands of net-
work television programs for the themes they presented and the level of vio-
lence they included. In a series of studies beginning in 1967, Gerbner’s team 
found high levels of violence on television. They defined violence as “the 
overt expression of force intended to hurt or kill.”76 

Network officials have been openly critical of Gerbner, saying that his 
studies weren’t representative of television as a whole and that his defi-
nition of violence is not useful because it does not discriminate between 
the fantasy violence of a Road Runner cartoon and the more graphic gore 
of a Saw or Hostel movie.

Gerbner compared the rate of violence on television to the rate of 
it occurring in the real world. He concluded that television cultivates a 

view of the world that is much more violent than the world we live in. The nature of the violence is 
different as well, with most television violence occurring between strangers rather than between 
family members, as does real-life violence. Gerbner said that, because of this, people who watch 
a great deal of television perceive the world differently than do light viewers. Heavy television 
viewing cultivates a response that Gerbner calls the mean world syndrome. In an appearance 
before Congress, Gerbner testified:

The most general and prevalent association with television viewing is a heightened sense 
of living in a “mean world” of violence and danger. Fearful people are more depen-
dent, more easily manipulated and controlled, more susceptible to deceptively simple, 
strong, tough measures and hard-line postures. . . . They may accept and even welcome 
repression if it promises to relieve their insecurities. That is the deeper problem of  
violence-laden television.77

Read more about Dr. 
Gerbner on TV violence.

p Video Case 2.4: 
Virtual reality gaming.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY  

With the rise of mass society and the rapid growth of the 
mass media starting in the nineteenth century, the public, 
media critics, and scholars have raised questions about the 
effects various media might have on society and individuals. 
These effects were viewed initially as being strong, direct, 
and relatively uniform on the population as a whole. After 
World War I, critics were concerned that media-oriented 
political campaigns could have powerful direct effects on 
voters. This view, though still widespread, was largely dis-
credited by voter studies conducted in the 1940s and 
1950s. These studies found that the voters with the stron-
gest political opinions were those most likely to pay atten-
tion to a campaign and hence were least likely to be affected 
by it. More recently, research has expanded to move beyond 
looking just at the effects that media and media content 

have on individuals and society to examinations of how liv-
ing in a world with all-pervasive media changes the nature 
of our interactions and culture.

understanding the effects of media on individuals and society 
requires that we examine the messages being sent, the medium 
transmitting these messages, the owners of the media, and the 
audience members themselves. The effects can be cognitive, 
attitudinal, behavioral, or psychological.

Media effects can also be examined in terms of a number of 
theoretical approaches, including functional analysis, agenda 
setting, uses and gratifications, social learning, symbolic 
interactionism, spiral of silence, media logic, and cultivation 
analysis.

KEY TERMS  

opinion leaders 31

critical theory 31

geographics 36

demographics 36

psychographics 36

surveillance 37

status conferral 37

correlation 37

socialization 39

entertainment 38

agenda-setting theory 38

uses and gratifications theory 39

social learning theory 39

symbolic interactionism 40

spiral of silence 41

media logic 41

cultivation analysis 43

mean world syndrome 43

CHAPTER REVIEW

The effect of violent television, Gerbner argued, is not that it will program children to be violent; instead, the real 
harm is more complex. Violent programming

zz pushes aside other ways of portraying conflict,
zz deprives viewers of other choices,
zz facilitates the victim mentality, and
zz discourages production of alternative programming.78

Gerbner’s point was that the most obvious to imagine effects might not be the most important actual effects.

Keep up-to-date with content from the author’s blog.Take the Chapter Quiz
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STUDENT STUDY SITE  

edge.sagepub.com/hanson6e

 Sharpen your skills with SAGE edge!

SAGE edge for Students provides a personalized approach to help you accomplish your coursework goals in an easy-
to-use learning environment.

REVIEW QUESTIONS  

1. How did the existence of electronic documents allow 
Edward snowden to steal and release so many secret 
government records? Could he have done the same 
thing with paper documents?

2. What were the major problems with the direct effects 
model  - the original theory of media effects?

3. What are the four major types of media effects? Give 
an example of each.

4. Compare and contrast how the direct effects model 
would explain the effects of media violence compared 
with the cultivation theory.

5. What kind of questions can you best answer using 
critical theory? What kind of questions is it weakest at 
answering?
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