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The first edition of Mass Communication Theories: Explaining Origins, Processes and 
Effects was the last book written by Melvin DeFleur. He hoped that this book, along with 
all of the books he wrote during his long and distinguished career, would promote the 
teaching and understanding of theory at all levels, including the undergraduate level, and 
make the study of theory more accessible. For these reasons, he emphasized a select set 
of theories and explained them in detail. He also believed it was important to trace the 
foundations and development of theory, forged first through the contributions of the social 
sciences, to the unique contributions of scholars in the newer discipline of mass communi-
cation. The second edition follows this path.

To Those Using This Book

This book has four objectives: (1) It will discuss the role of the social sciences that contrib-
uted over time to the development of mass communication theory; (2) It will present the 
background of each theory described in the book, explaining its origins; (3) It will discuss 
and clarify the basic ideas of each of the theories presented; (4) It will provide a summary 
of each of the theories, presented as a set of simplified statements of their basic assump-
tions and predictions.

Early theories of mass communication were based on beliefs about the nature of the 
American society—the way in which it is organized and the manner in which people relate 
to and communicate with each other. These concepts have changed over time with the con-
tinuing development of the social sciences. For example, in earlier times, scholars believed 
that people in modern societies were made up of a mix of unlike people who had few ties 
to each other. Thus, it was thought that they lacked interpersonal channels of communi-
cation and were essentially a “lonely crowd” of unlike individuals. This implied that each 
individual could be influenced in similar and powerful ways by the existing mass media. 
Later, as the social and behavioral sciences developed, research in those fields showed 
that this concept was naive. It became clear that people in modern societies communi-
cated regularly and interpersonally with friends, neighbors, and relatives. That process 
limited the influence of the media. In other words, these different interpretations of soci-
ety at various points in history influenced thinking about the process and effects of mass 
communication.

Previous scholarly understanding about the nature of human psychological organization 
and cognitive functioning also influenced the development of several mass communication 
theories. Such psychological issues as the nature of perception, as well as the processes of 
individual learning and remembering, played a part in the ways in which scholars viewed 
the nature and influences of mass communications.

Preface
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In more recent times, a (relatively) new academic discipline emerged. Mass communi-
cation is composed of scholars who specialize in the study of the mass media that exist 
today—print, broadcasting, film, and digital systems. These scholars have made profound 
contributions to our current understanding of mass communication. Every year, they con-
tinue to provide a substantial flow of research findings concerning how the media function, 
the nature of their audiences and the influences that mass communications have on indi-
viduals, their societies, and their cultures. The background understandings about human 
nature have influenced the theories that contemporary media scholars have produced and 
that are discussed in the chapters that follow.

The second objective is to explain the origins of each of the theories presented in the 
chapters. As discussed in the text, many theories emerged from specific research studies 
that encouraged their authors to develop a new explanation of the processes or the effects 
of the mass media than were available at the time. The nature of those founding studies 
will be explained in detail.

The third objective of the book is to clarify the basic ideas of each of the theories dis-
cussed. These are complex issues, and the aim of the book is to make each theory under-
standable without making use of elaborate or technical jargon. The ways in which they 
are described are intended to enable each student to grasp where the theory came from, 
what issues it addresses, and how it explains some process or effect of the various media 
to which it applies.

A fourth objective is to set forth a set of interrelated propositions. These simplified state-
ments of the basic assumptions and predictions of each of the theories are placed at the end 
of each corresponding chapter. Not only does the presentation of theories in this manner 
help clarify them, but it also aims to “formalize” them in a manner similar to how theories 
are presented in other scientific disciplines. However, as research continues to accumulate 
in mass communication studies, aimed at testing these various theories, some of these 
statements and theories will undoubtedly need to be revised.

New studies related to the assessment of specific mass communication theories are pub-
lished regularly by media researchers and scholars—and they accumulate rapidly year by 
year. The purpose of this book is to present a limited selection of these in detail for student 
understanding and application.

There are several changes to the second edition. Most importantly, all chapters have 
been revised and updated, with contemporary examples and findings from recent studies 
added. A few chapters from the first edition have been removed or integrated into other 
chapters in order to give a more prominent placement and focus to theories that are receiv-
ing more attention from scholars in their research.

It was a pleasure to prepare the second edition, which builds on the first, and is intended 
to provide useful knowledge for students who take a course in mass communication the-
ory, or a course that integrates theory into its subject matter. I thank the reviewers who 
generously gave their time and suggestions and assisted with the development of this sec-
ond edition, including Dr. David Nelson, Dr. Mary Jackson Pitts, Dr. Susan Currie Sivek 
and the other anonymous reviewers. A special thanks to Brian Eschrich, Editor, and to the 
entire Taylor & Francis team who made this edition possible.

I hope, as Mel would, that this book serves you well.

Margaret H. DeFleur
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1 Shaping the American Mass Media
An Overview

To understand the origins of both our contemporary mass media as well as the theories 
that explain their processes and their influences on their audiences, it is necessary to 
look back at where they came from and how they developed. It does not take any great 
flight of imagination to realize that the mass communication system we have today 
is quite different from what we have had in the past. Similarly, it is obvious that our 
system will continue to develop, and what we have in the future will not be the same as 
what we now have. For that reason, we begin with a historical overview of how our mass 
communication system developed within an ever-changing society to produce what we 
have today.

The American society essentially began in September of 1620, when 102 passengers, 
along with 44 crew members and a number of chickens, goats, and pigs, left Plymouth, 
England, on the Mayflower. Nearly two months later, they landed on Cape Cod, where 
they spent another eight weeks before moving to the mainland. There they quickly laid 
out a road from the shore and began constructing shelters. Within two years, they had a 
small village of simple homes that they named New Plymouth. The houses they built were 
small and compactly arranged close together on each side of the road, each with its own 
garden plot.1

The people in the new community worked hard all day, tending gardens and animals, 
but had very little to do after sunset other than talk with their families and friends. There 
were religious services on the Sabbath and daily family prayers, but the strict codes of the 
Pilgrims did not permit frivolous activities. Aside from the family bible, there was noth-
ing to read in most of the houses. Even if there had been, the majority could neither read 
nor write. Even for the few who could, it was difficult. After dark, tallow candles, crude 
lamps, and the fireplace provided barely enough light to move around inside. Thus, by 
comparison with today, the citizens of New Plymouth led a life almost free of any form of 
communication other than talking.2

The contrast between the availability of mass communications to the people of New 
Plymouth in the early 1600s and their counterparts in any community in the United 
States now is startling, to say the least. Today, any of us can select from an almost 
bewildering set of choices among media. Information and news, entertainment, and 
other content can be delivered instantly via coaxial cable, fiber optic cable, microwave 
link, wireless 5G mobile networks, and satellite transmissions from space. A typical 
citizen has available, 24 hours a day, virtually any form of communication content 
from spectator sports to music and serious political analysis. He or she can read a book 
or a magazine, peruse the news online, check out a sitcom on television, listen to a 
podcast, go to the movies, stream content on Hulu, Sling, or other streaming services, 
view content on a cell phone, play games on a computer, exchange text messages and 
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videos, or connect on social media with people from all parts of the world. Thus, an 
almost incredible spectrum of mass communication content is instantly available from 
intensely competing media.

The Relationship Between Mass Media and Society

The American system of mass communication today—its media, those who pay its costs, 
and the audiences it serves—is embedded in a larger context. It is part of the American 
society as a whole. That society, as is perfectly obvious, has constantly undergone change. 
Nowhere is this change more obvious and visible than in the case of our means of com-
municating. As our opening section indicated, the earliest English colonists in our New 
World society had virtually nothing we would classify as mass communication. In con-
trast, today, we live in a sea of mediated messages.

This incredible change from what we were to what we are raises a critical question for 
anyone wanting to understand our contemporary system of mass communication in the 
United States: How did we get here from there? That is, why do we have the kind of mass 
communication system that we do—the most complex in the world? What social and cul-
tural factors within the society shaped its nature? How did the media come to be based on 
such market concepts as free enterprise, competition, the profit motive, and private owner-
ship? Moreover, why is it that our government has such limited control over the content of 
the media? Other societies do not have identical mass communication systems. Some are 
similar, but many are very different indeed.

The answer, of course, is that each society’s mass communication system is a product 
of its history and has been shaped by the culture developed by its people over many gen-
erations. To be sure, each system at any point in time has been influenced in important 
ways by existing technologies. However, these technologies are essentially the same from 
one society to the next. For example, printing presses or television sets operating in, say, 
China, Cuba, Iceland, Iran, or the United States all use similar physical principles. The 
differences between those mass media systems and the one in the United States have come 
about because each nation has developed uses and controls over the process of mass com-
munication in different ways—within its own set of values, political system, economic 
institution, and other cultural factors. Therefore, to gain a clear understanding of a spe-
cific society’s media system, just knowing the technology is not enough. It is essential to 
understand the social, political, economic, and cultural context within which each nation’s 
media developed and now function.

Essentially, the critical factors that have most influenced the media system in the United 
States have been the country’s basic cultural values. It is these values that have shaped 
its political and economic systems along with its moral norms and laws. These values are 
products of our past, and they continue to define our contemporary way of life—including 
the nature of our mass communication system. In the future, these values will continue to 
determine the characteristics of the system’s content, controls, operations, patterns of use, 
and influences on audiences. For that reason, it is essential to understand them, including 
where they came from. Our system of mass communication will influence your work, your 
leisure, your ideas, and even your children in the decades ahead.

The basic values of a society are, in turn, a product of its collective historical experi-
ence. Clearly, the events of our past, such as the founding of the original colonies, the 
American Revolution, expansion of the frontier, the Industrial Revolution, population 
growth, complex patterns of immigration, various wars, legislation, and the development 
of technology have all had significant influences on each new medium as it was introduced 
and widely adopted. In a very real sense, then, the development of mass communication 
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in the United States has been profoundly influenced by what took place in the American 
society in years past.

But there is another side to the coin. While the mass media in the United States have 
been shaped by social and cultural factors, they have, in turn, had a powerful influence 
on all of us, both individually and socially. There is little doubt that the numbers of peo-
ple who receive and are influenced in some way by mass-communicated information on 
a daily basis are simply staggering. In fact, the recipients and users of media-provided 
information include virtually every American, excluding perhaps only those too young or 
too ill to attend. Their purchasing decisions are shaped in significant ways by a vast adver-
tising industry that supports the media financially. Those decisions, in turn, shape what 
the manufacturing and service industries can successfully produce and market. In a very 
real sense, then, the work that Americans perform and the health of their economy are 
intimately linked to mass communications. Moreover, most forms of recreation enjoyed 
by citizens are linked to print, film, broadcasting, or digital media in some way. The same 
is true of political participation. Patterns of voting are shaped to a considerable degree by 
mass-communicated news and mediated political campaigns. Therefore, the relationship 
between media and society is a very complex and reciprocal one.

The bottom line is that understanding our contemporary mass media and how they were 
shaped into their present form is no idle academic enterprise. It is a key to understanding 
life in our time and how it will undoubtedly be shaped in the future. Against the background 
provided by the present chapter, additional ones will provide summaries of various theories 
that have been advanced to explain their origins, as well as the processes and effects of mass 
communications as they influence both individuals and society. Without first understanding 
this background, however, there is no way in which their nature can truly be appreciated.

The purpose of the remainder of the present chapter, then, is to summarize in a general 
way, the circumstances that shaped our mass communication system into its present form 
during a span of about four hundred years. The chapter not only provides an answer to the 
question of how we got here from there, but also it provides a foundation for understanding 
basic aspects of the structure and functioning of our contemporary mass media today, how 
they are likely to develop in the future and the impact on individuals and audiences. Thus, 
the overview that follows focuses less on specific media than on features of the American 
experience that have had consequences for our entire media system.

The Legacy of the Early Period: The 1600s

Few media scholars write about the influence of the earliest settlements in North America 
on our mass communication system today. In many ways, that connection may seem 
remote. Nevertheless, there is a relationship between the shared values and beliefs that 
developed in the earliest American colonies and the nature of our contemporary mass 
communication system. The unique lifestyle that quickly came to characterize those early 
communities provided the beginnings of the general American culture that we know now. It 
was within the limits of that culture, as it was developed over succeeding generations that 
our present mass media came into existence. Therefore, it is important to understand the 
origins of the central features of American shared beliefs and values that are relevant to 
understanding how our modern mass communications system developed.

The first task in looking briefly at the American colonial experience is to understand the 
underlying values of our economic system. The second will be to examine the political val-
ues that came to characterize Americans as they moved toward separation from England. 
A third is to understand the very early role played by newspapers and other forms of print 
in the process of achieving independence.
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Mercantilism: The Importance of Private Enterprise

The early 1600s were an age of mercantilism—a concept that is still with us. It is based on 
the idea of trade—the ancient idea of buying and selling goods and products to make a 
profit. A related idea is industrialization—using machines to produce goods to sell. That 
would come later, beginning about the end of the 1700s. More recently, providing services 
for fees has also become increasingly important. Together they are the basis of modern 
capitalism. Thus, capitalism refers to an economic system designed to make profits for 
those who invest in the means by which goods and services are produced and distributed—
or by which some resource is “exploited” (used to produce products to sell).

While traders have been a part of human life for many centuries, the era of mercantilism 
began to expand and mature about the time of Columbus. European merchants had begun 
routinely to send ships to foreign lands (mainly India and China) to buy goods that they could 
sell for a profit when they returned. They bought products that were in high demand, such as 
spices and silk, that they could easily sell to European markets. Thus, exploration of routes 
to places where such goods could be bought was critical. Thus, the profit motive was a major 
factor that motivated Columbus and other early explorers to set sail for the New World.

The first successful English settlement in the New World was in Bermuda. It was fol-
lowed in 1607 by a colony at Jamestown in what is now Virginia. A third was the one estab-
lished in 1620 at New Plymouth in what later became Massachusetts. Within a decade, a 
number of others were authorized and settled in both Massachusetts and Maryland. By 
the middle of the 1600s, English settlements were in place all up and down the Atlantic 
seaboard. Thus, by the end of the seventeenth century, with substantial immigration from 
England, these became the thirteen original colonies.

As noted, each of the thirteen English colonies started as a commercial undertaking. 
Groups of “merchant adventurers” sold shares in the enterprise and recruited people to 
establish a new “plantation.” They obtained a charter from a supervising government 
agency to locate a community in a particular area approved by the Crown. The goal of 
such a settlement (“plantation”) was to exploit some sort of local resource in order to ship 
products back to England to be sold at a profit. These commodities could be crops, such as 
tobacco or grain, or whatever was available. In more northern areas, dried and salted fish 
were particularly profitable. Thus, the practice of risking capital in private enterprises for 
potential gain was very much a part of our cultural inheritance from England.

Today, we live in a society characterized by controlled capitalism. It is not the totally 
unfettered, sink-or-swim capitalism first described in 1776 by Adam Smith in his famous 
book, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. It has long been 
one in which both local and national governments—whether British or American—have 
played parts in regulating economic activities. An important lesson is that, from the very 
beginning, economic considerations have been a primary factor in the movement of pop-
ulations from the old world to the new. Another important lesson is that the main values 
underlying our contemporary American economic system began with the very first settle-
ments in our part of the New World.

A Commitment to Local and Autonomous Government

Shifting from economic considerations to political factors, it is important to note that a 
critical early development that would influence our media was the establishment of local 
systems of laws to provide stable government within each new plantation. It is not difficult 
to see this situation as laying the foundation for resentment of outside controls. That would 
develop at a later date—resentment of the faraway government of England. For example, 
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the Mayflower colonists designed their own system of local self-government even before 
they sighted land. They were supposed to have landed much farther south and be bound 
by the prior agreements of the Virginia colony. However, during their voyage, ocean cur-
rents swept them north to Cape Cod. To avoid anarchy, they decided to design their own 
rules for living together, and they drafted the Mayflower Compact while still at sea. It set 
forth rules for orderly collective living.

As early as 1639, three small communities in Massachusetts banded together and pre-
pared a document of Fundamental Orders, which served as a constitution for a Public 
State or Commonwealth.3 It made no reference to England whatsoever, and it incorporated 
almost all of the provisions that would eventually become part of the U.S. Constitution. 
Thus, the idea of local autonomy, and freedom from big government that was far away, 
became a part of the colonial culture very early. Later, that idea would play a critical role 
in shaping our nation’s press.

Separating Church and State

While the plantations were funded and organized for a return on investment, those that 
were initially established in the Massachusetts area had a second important purpose for 
their members. Those who came to New Plymouth on the Mayflower called themselves 
“Pilgrims”—which even today means “people who journey to alien lands in search of 
truth.” They saw themselves as seeking religious truth. From the standpoint of the Crown, 
however, they were little more than troublesome religious radicals. The Crown saw them 
as “separatists” who had split from the official (Anglican) Church of England. Like many 
religious sects today, the Pilgrims had rejected the established Church in favor of their 
own sectarian beliefs. Indeed, because of religious persecution in England, they had fled 
to Holland earlier and then on to the New World. Many in England said “good riddance.”

Others, who were also religious dissidents, but still living in England, soon followed to 
establish a second settlement—the Massachusetts Bay Colony (now Boston). These set-
tlers believed themselves to be “Puritans” because they were intent upon “purifying” the 
beliefs of the Anglican Church. The main point is that these early New England colonists 
were determined to be free from religious interference by the state. This concept—the 
separation of Church and state—prevailed through subsequent generations and became a 
critical part of the political culture of the new nation that would emerge.

Individualism: The Frontier Mentality

Other factors shaped the emerging fundamental cultural values of the colonists. For one 
thing, they were by no means environmentalists! In front of them was a sea rich with 
resources and at their backs was a vast continent with unlimited land, forests, minerals, 
and wild animals. Almost immediately, they set about to exploit those assets. They set up 
fishing and whaling industries. Acre by acre, they hacked their way into the forests. They 
killed the deer and sent the skins to England, along with the furs of other animals that they 
could trap or obtain in trade from Native Americans. They mined small deposits of iron 
for export. They burned down the trees to clear fields on which to grow crops. When these 
lands were exhausted, they simply moved farther inland. It was an economy of exploitation.

More and more people arrived from England. Indeed, the population doubled every 
generation right up until the time of the American Revolution. As this happened, the pace 
of destructive activities increased. By the time the United States was established as a new 
nation with its own Constitution (1787), the deer, furs, and fish from the rivers and streams 
were greatly diminished in most of the areas east of the Mississippi. As the population had 
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moved westward, the land was denuded. By the mid-1800s, just before the Civil War, there 
was little virgin forest left from the Atlantic clear to the Missouri River.

This economic system, based on exploitable resources, land exhaustion, and relocation, 
produced a set of shared cultural beliefs that has often been called a frontier mentality. It 
was a set of shared beliefs that saw “rugged individuals” pitted against nature—with a 
justifiable right to subjugate the environment for their own uses. Such individuals not only 
saw no need for controls by a powerful government but also resented attempts by rulers 
far away to regulate any aspect of their lives. In other societies, the activities of the indi-
vidual remained under collective control. But in the emerging America, an emphasis on 
individuality, personal responsibility, and freedom from government interference became an 
important part of the national culture from the beginning. Such values continue to shape 
the thinking of many Americans, and they clearly played a part in shaping our contempo-
rary mass communication system as it developed.

Another feature of life in the American colonies was that it lacked the aristocratic 
system that prevailed in Europe. That was particularly true in the north. In the south-
ern colonies, large landholdings, along with abundant cheap labor, were needed by 
plantation owners to grow such crops as rice, cotton, and tobacco. Slaves provided 
agricultural labor in such settings and a kind of unofficial aristocracy developed based 
on ownership of both land and slaves. Even so, the majority of the population in south-
ern colonies were poor subsistence farmers who worked the land themselves. In New 
England, and later elsewhere, most people established small farms or ranches and 
worked them as a family team.

 In the American colonies, freedom from government interference was an important part of the 
culture from the beginning. Values such as this played a role in the development of our mass com-
munication system, and continue to influence the thinking of many Americans, as illustrated in this 
protest against COVID-19 stay at home orders in 2020.
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Generally, then, in the New World, there was more democracy and fewer social distinc-
tions between haves and have nots. There were social class levels, of course, but the rigid 
and inherited class structure that characterized England never took root in the colonies. 
This yielded the shared belief that each citizen was just as good as the next and each should 
have the same rights as the next. These beliefs provided a strong foundation for a sense of 
equality that would shape the nation’s political values during the centuries ahead.

Overall, and in many ways, these emphases from the period of early settlement still 
define some of the most basic values of Americans. We continue to believe in the impor-
tance of individual responsibility, political equality, limited government, and local auton-
omy. Americans still approve of private ownership, the legitimacy of a pursuit of profits, 
and a separation between government and religion. It was on this cultural foundation that 
the mass communication system of the nation would eventually develop, and it continues 
to shape its contemporary nature in important ways.

Influences of the Later Colonial Era: The 1700s

Between the end of the 1600s and the late 1700s, the settlements and inhabited areas along 
the eastern seaboard developed rapidly into thirteen prosperous and successful English 
colonies with specific geographical boundaries. While there were many similarities among 
the colonies in their separate governments, there was no overall federation—no central 
assembly or national legislature that brought the separate colonies together into a single 
political system. That concept would develop during the 1700s.

Basically, during the 1700s, each colony was politically controlled by the English king 
and Parliament through a governor. This administrator was sometimes locally elected but 
always had to be confirmed by the king. Each colony had a local legislative body whose 
members were chosen by the “freemen.” Local towns (townships) elected “selectmen”—
which they still do today in many communities in New England. Those allowed to vote 
were white male property owners. Those who were elected sometimes appointed other offi-
cials, such as assistants to the governor as well as judges. Thus, the basic three-part form 
of government, executive, legislative, and judicial, was in some respects already a familiar 
idea by the time that a refined version would be built into the U.S. Constitution of 1787.

By the mid-1700s, the American colonies had become of critical economic importance 
to England. Each colony was required to send back to England whatever products they 
could produce for their merchants to sell. In return, English craftsmen and merchants 
supplied the colonies with processed goods, such as cloth, shoes, tools, or whatever was 
being produced in the home country. For many years it was a system within which each 
party prospered. The abundant resources of the American colonies yielded wealth for 
many locals, while the processed goods from England sold into the colonial market cre-
ated wealth for the English entrepreneurs. In addition, the colonies benefitted because the 
powerful English navy and armed forces kept out potential invaders.

Deep Distrust of Big Government

As the 1700s wore on, however, many dissatisfactions with the system developed. Great 
Britain continued rigidly to control the pattern of commerce between its colonies and the 
homeland. By the 1760s, a number of serious problems became evident. For one thing, 
there was a substantial negative balance of trade between England and the colonies. In some 
ways, it was just like our current relationship with countries such as China. The colonists 
bought goods from England, costing far more in total value than what was earned from 
the products they sold to the mother country. This created a lopsided flow of money from 
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the colonies to England. This began to produce economic difficulties and great resentment 
in the colonies. However, England would not change the rules. It was soon widely believed 
among the colonists that the far-distant government in London was not sensitive to their 
needs, was exploiting them economically, and was ruling them with a heavy hand. A par-
ticularly sensitive issue was “representation.” There were no elected representatives from 
the colonies in the English Parliament.

Growing Dissatisfaction with England’s Controls

As dissatisfaction grew, a number of men joined political groups with names like the Sons of 
Liberty or quasi-military militia such as the Minute Men (who pledged to be ready to fight 
with a minute’s notice). These militias thought of themselves as patriots and felt that some day 
it might be necessary to resist the English government by force of arms. They stockpiled arms 
and ammunition—which was against the law. Their members met regularly in taverns and 
other places to discuss ways to resist the government, and they developed networks of spies 
and messengers to keep themselves informed about the activities of the British armed forces.

The single most galling issue was taxes. England had been almost constantly at war with 
other European countries, especially with France. These protracted conflicts drained the 
English treasury, and great debts piled up. Ways had to be found to pay them off. King 
George and the English Parliament decided that money should be raised by taxing the people 
in the American colonies. After all, they had protected the colonies for many decades. Thus, 
a Stamp Act was passed in 1765, requiring a small fee (about a nickel in current terms) for 
a little imprinted stamp on every official document produced in the colonies. The colonials 
were outraged, not so much by the size of the fee but by the principle. It was “taxation without 
representation.” Because of the outcry, the Stamp Act was repealed by the British a year later.

Meanwhile, in 1765 the first step was taken that would lead to a federation of colonies. 
Nine colonies sent representatives to the American Union—a group that met in New York. 
There the participants drew up resolutions concerning such issues as inalienable rights, 
personal liberties, and freedom from taxation (by Britain) without having elected represent-
atives in Parliament. The Parliament back in England, however, insisted that it was in total 
control and then went on to impose a new series of import taxes on the colonies. One such 
tax was levied on tea. Hotheads in the colonies—especially in Boston—saw these impo-
sitions as a total outrage (again, taxation without representation). Dressed like Native 
Americans, a small band boarded and burned several ships and threw 26,000 pounds of 
tea packaged in lead boxes into the bay.

By 1774, a group of self-appointed colonial leaders would form the Continental Congress. 
That group would unite and guide the colonies through the eight years of war that would 
soon start. On July 4, 1776, that Congress formally and publicly announced political sepa-
ration from England with the Declaration of Independence. It was a critical step, and the 
newspapers of the time played a key role in making the document known to the public.

The Role of Newspapers in the Independence Movement

The importance of these various developments for shaping our current media system was 
that distrust of powerful government became an important element in shaping the role of 
the press in the American society. It laid the foundation for the role of contemporary 
journalists as the “watchdogs” of society—calling attention to the transgressions of those 
in positions of power.4 Many of the early newspaper publishers risked going to jail by 
speaking out against the Crown. As England tightened its grip to make sure that the colo-
nies remained under its control, a number of very able writers prepared public statements 
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advocating separation from England, and they did go to jail! It is important to understand 
that the colonial press became the medium that carried those messages to an increas-
ingly enthusiastic audience. Using not only newspapers but also other printed tracts and 
pamphlets, those who spoke out strongly made a convincing case for total independence 
from England. Their essays and other appeals were widely read. These media played an 
important part in shaping the thinking of those who saw English rule as repressive. The 
print media of the time, then, were an important factor in shaping the popular support for 
political separation from the mother country.

Overall, then, the 1700s saw not only the remarkable American Revolution and the 
establishment of the United States as a new and independent nation but also the begin-
nings of a mass communication system that was a product of the emerging American cul-
ture. These features of the mass media of the time were added to the accepted concept of 
private ownership and the emphasis on the profit motive that were brought forward from 
the previous century.

Mass Media in an Expanding Nation: The 1800s

By any measure, the 1600s and the 1700s were periods of slow but steady change, punctuated 
with dramatic events, such as the American struggle for independence. In contrast, the 1800s 
saw constant and often rapid change. The term “Industrial Revolution” is used to character-
ize the transformations of society that began early in the 1800s. However, the people of the 
time did not realize how rapidly their way of life was being altered. We think of the last half 
of the 1900s and the early years of the 2000s as a period of social and technological change. 
Indeed, that is the case, but in many ways, the first half of the 1800s was even more dramatic.5

As the 1800s began, travel was still a matter of either walking, riding a horse, or bump-
ing along in a wagon or carriage pulled by horses or mules. Sending a message to a loved 
one, or for business purposes, took weeks or even months—depending on the distance 
the letter had to be carried. Just five decades later, by mid-century, people were riding on 
trains that could get up to the astonishing speed of 45 miles an hour. Messages sent by 
telegraph, along copper wires that connected many distant towns and cities, traveled at a 
mind-boggling 186,000 miles per second!

Early in the nineteenth century, the boundaries of what is now the United States (main-
land) were greatly expanded by the acquisition of vast territories from the French as well as 
from Mexico. Other areas were acquired as well by various means to establish the bound-
aries of what is now the continental United States. For the most part, those areas were 
occupied by a few Europeans and by tribes of native people. These Native Americans, in 
particular, were seen mainly as barriers to the advance of civilization. Consequently, they 
were systematically killed or rounded up and moved to be confined to reservations.

American leaders of the time developed policies favoring immigration, especially from 
Europe. The new country needed people—and they came in great waves. To protect against 
potential foreign incursion, the huge middle and the far western reaches of the country had 
to have people. It was a land of great natural resources—minerals, forests, and farmland. 
Continuing the frontier mentality of the first two centuries, the shared belief was that the 
wilderness had to be tamed and its resources brought under control for economic gain.

The Industrial Revolution and Its Consequences

It was a combination of a new source of brute power, the inventive genius of vigorous peo-
ple, and the prospect of great economic rewards that drove the ever-increasing pace of the 
Industrial Revolution. It began when the steam engine became a reality.
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Steam as a New Source of Power

It is difficult today to understand fully what took place after the steam engine arrived. Until 
that happened, power was something obtained from wind, water, or muscles—human or 
animal. Steam engines came into the picture early in the 1800s. By the 1830s, steam was 
driving early railroads, ships, riverboats, and machinery in factories.

Coupling a steam engine to a printing press was only one of many such applications, 
but it revolutionized the business of publication. It had a profound effect on the nature of 
newspapers. By 1830, a cylinder-type press became available. It had two big rotors about 
three feet long and a foot and a half in diameter. The rotors were turned by the steam 
engine. A cast lead “stereotype” was placed over the roller. It contained all the letters 
and characters for the passages that were to be printed on single big sheets of paper. Such 
sheets were fed into the rollers. Several pages of a book or magazine could be printed at 
one time, to be folded and cut after printing.

The power press was a godsend for book publishing, but it was also quickly adapted 
for newspapers. By 1834, a new kind of newspaper—the “penny” press—would come into 
existence in New York City. It was the forerunner of the modern mass newspaper. It would 
never have been possible without the advertising brought by the Industrial Revolution, the 
power of the steam engine, and the efficiency of the rotary press. The financial format and 
content of the penny press were quickly and widely adopted in communities throughout 
the United States. Within a very short time, the “daily newspaper” became a very different 
type of publication than those of the colonial press that had preceded it.6

Literacy

Another factor that would make it possible for newspapers to serve much larger audiences 
was a historic change in public education that began during the early 1800s. Horace Mann, 
an educator and politician in Massachusetts, persuaded the Commonwealth’s legislature 
to establish an innovative system of compulsory (and tax-based) education to ensure that 
children would be able to read, write, and do basic arithmetic. These skills were seen as 
important in a democracy and in a part of the nation in which industrial work was becom-
ing more and more important. As public schools became common, increasing levels of 
literacy greatly expanded the potential market for newspapers.

Advertising

In addition, as industrialization continued, the flow of goods produced in factories produced 
a growing need for advertising. Newspapers were able to take advantage of steadily increas-
ing revenues from both advertising and subscriptions, which increased their profitability. All 
of these factors worked together, and the result was a surge of growth in both the number 
of daily papers published and the proportion of the population that was able to subscribe 
to and read them. In fact, as the nation continued to expand, both in terms of territory and 
population, both the number of newspapers and the size of their audiences increased rapidly.

Revolutions in Transportation

Railroads would not be widely established until the 1840s, and it would be 1874 before the 
two coasts were linked by rail. Meanwhile, another form of transportation played a key 
role in the developing nation, and it had a very clear effect on the mass communication 
industries that would come in the future. At a time before steam, canals were a relatively 
efficient way to move goods and even people. Because no roads linked regions, boats on 
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rivers and other waterways were the most efficient and most comfortable way to travel. 
However, rivers and lakes were not conveniently located in places where they were needed, 
so canals linking them had to be dug to serve as an alternative.

One of the most remarkable construction projects ever undertaken in the early 1800s 
was the Erie Canal. It was a 363-mile system of ditches and locks, connecting several lakes 
and rivers, between Albany on the Hudson River on the eastern border of New York and 
Buffalo and Lake Erie at the western end. Long barges pulled slowly by horses or mules 
walking on a path beside the waterways could float heavy cargoes and passengers across 
the entire state. Its importance was that it connected much of what is now the Midwest 
with New York City and the Atlantic Ocean.

This great new waterway opened the entire Great Lakes area to commerce and settle-
ment. Agricultural products came across the state by the canal and then down the Hudson 
to be shipped from the docks of New York City to foreign markets. Many kinds of finished 
goods were taken back up the waterways to supply the new communities in the new states 
surrounding the Great Lakes. Because of the canal, the entire Northwest Territory (Ohio, 
Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Minnesota) became a kind of vast “inland empire,” pro-
ducing products that were sold worldwide. New York City became the economic benefi-
ciary of this bounty, and New York State came to call itself the “empire state.” Because 
of its economic dominance and its large population, New York City became the center of 
America’s emerging media industries.

New Communication Technologies

In 1844, Samuel F. B. Morse sent a telegraph message from Washington, D.C., to Baltimore 
(a distance of about 35 miles). The message moved at the speed of lightning—an astounding 
186,000 miles per second. Actually, Morse did not “invent” the telegraph. Other working 
systems were already in use in Great Britain. However, they were of limited use, cumber-
some, and rather unreliable. Morse’s system was simple, reliable, and quite easy to use. He 
also developed a code using long and short signals keyed to letters of the alphabet. The 
telegraph was so practical and effective that by the time of the Civil War, an undersea cable 
was being laid across the Atlantic Ocean. Regular telegraph service with England began in 
1866. It was the first step toward a high-speed global communication system.

The telegraph and the transatlantic cable truly opened a new era in communication. 
Within a few years, newspapers and press associations would establish wire services that 
would bring reports of important events in both Europe and the United States to many of 
the nation’s newspapers within a much shorter time than had ever before been possible. 
Other cables soon linked additional continents and countries. By 1874 the telephone would 
follow, increasing once again the speed at which people could communicate over distance.

In 1839, five years before Morse demonstrated his telegraph, Louis Daguerre and Joseph 
Niepce showed the world the first photograph. The science of chemistry had advanced to a 
point where it was possible to make photographs on shining plates of metal with a process 
that came to be called the “daguerreotype.” Although photography did not find its way into 
newspapers and magazines for several decades, the daguerreotype provided the initial foun-
dation upon which photojournalism and eventually a great movie industry would be built.

Territorial Expansion

The nation’s new boundaries were growing at an astonishing rate. In 1803, Napoleon 
Bonaparte was having trouble financing his wars in Europe. Short of cash, he decided to 
sell off “Le Louisiannne”—vast territories in North America (about a third of the territory 
in the middle of current U.S. boundaries). This land was claimed and loosely controlled by 
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France. He felt that the land was a drag on his budget and had no future in any case. Little 
was known about what was there. Some even claimed that prehistoric animals roamed the 
area. The Americans had proposed to buy only an area around New Orleans (as a means 
of controlling access to the Mississippi River). But Napoleon said, “Take the whole terri-
tory or nothing.” The result was one of the most spectacular real estate deals in history. 
The United States paid $15 million for Louisiana—a huge triangular area that stretched 
west of the Mississippi clear to the Rocky Mountains and north from the Gulf of Mexico 
to Canada. It cost just under four cents per acre.7

A short time later, disputes between Mexico and the United States brought about a war 
(in 1846). At the time, Mexico was a formidable foe, with an army twice as big as that of 
the Americans. Nevertheless, the leaders in Washington wanted to take over much of the 
northern tier of Mexican territories and add them to what is now the continental United 
States. As a result, President James Polk sent American troops under General Zachary 
Taylor into Mexico and a force under General Winfield Scott to California. Scott had two 
young officers with him—Captain Robert E. Lee and Lieutenant Ulysses S. Grant.

The war did not last long. In 1847, U.S. Marines entered Mexico City (The “Halls of 
Montezuma”), and negotiations were commenced. The conflict was formally concluded in 
1848 with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and a payment of $15 million to 
Mexico. The United States then took over what is now California, New Mexico, and Utah; 
parts of Arizona, Texas, and Colorado; plus smaller sections of other states. Again, vast 
territories came under the American flag for about three cents per acre. The continental 
United States was now an enormous landmass that stretched from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific and from the Rio Grande on the south to the long border with Canada to the north.

The Mexican war had a strong influence on American newspapers for two reasons. One 
was that a huge new area eventually was settled, and many newspapers were established 
to serve their growing populations. Another was in the way news was gathered at the 
scene of an event and a report sent back to editors. Understandably, the American public 
was deeply concerned about the battles in Mexico. Many papers had sent correspondents 
(reporters) into the area to write about the engagements and their outcomes. These reports 
were taken as quickly as possible to New Orleans, where the copper “lightening lines” were 
used to transmit the stories by telegraph directly to newsrooms in most of the major cities 
in the northeast. It was from this arrangement that the Associated Press, the first national 
wire service, was developed.

Influence of the Civil War

The Civil War began on April 12, 1861, when Confederate cannons bombarded and all but 
destroyed Fort Sumpter—which was located on a small island in the harbor of Charleston, 
South Carolina. Although there was only one death (due to an accident), it was a momen-
tous act, touching off a great conflict. The war raged on for four years until April 9, 1865, 
when Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox. More than 2.3 mil-
lion men fought, and more than 600,000 (one out of every four) were killed or died of their 
wounds or diseases. It remains the greatest number of war deaths ever experienced by the 
nation in any conflict.8

The Civil War understandably created a great demand for news. The great technological 
advances in steam-powered printing, electric communication, and swift distribution brought 
about by the Industrial Revolution had made it possible for virtually every major city to have 
one or more daily papers. Newspaper readership had increased greatly. During the war years, 
about four families out of every ten in the nation subscribed to a daily paper. Almost all of 
the larger papers had one or more reporters observing each battle. News from the conflict 
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was sent via telegraph wire to editors back home, and reports of the victories and losses were 
provided to the public on a timely basis. Of special interest were the casualty lists for families 
waiting anxiously at home to hear whether their loved ones had been killed or wounded.

Increased Pace of Urbanization

An important change in society was the growth of towns and cities. As the 1800s began, 
the United States was a nation mainly of farmers and ranchers. Only a small proportion 
of the population lived in cities and towns. However, factories and their related jobs began 
to draw more and more people to urban communities. That process increased sharply in 
the upper Midwest as great deposits of iron ore and coal were discovered and exploited 
to establish iron and steel industries. As the century wore on, the nation was slowly trans-
forming itself into a great industrial power. Large parts of the country remained rural, 
and agriculture was their major industry. However, more and more people were moving to 
towns and cities to find employment in the developing manufacturing industries.

The movement of people from farms to cities is called urbanization. This was a constant 
and accelerating process all during the last half of the 1800s. Rural families moved to the 
city, and many of those who arrived from abroad also settled there. Urbanization was impor-
tant for the development of mass communications because it was far easier for a newspaper 
or magazine to serve a population concentrated in a city than one thinly scattered on farms.

Consequences of Population Increases and Migrations

Of major significance for the development of newspapers and magazines were massive 
population movements into and within the United States. As noted, immigration from 
abroad was encouraged in order to settle the huge land masses acquired from France and 
Mexico. The pace of immigration increased beginning in the late 1840s when waves of 
migrants arrived from Ireland to escape the great potato famine. A factor that greatly 
encouraged additional immigration was the first Homestead Act. President Lincoln signed 
the legislation in 1862. It provided for 180 acres of free land for any American citizen—or 
even a person who declared his or her intention of becoming a citizen—who would agree 
to establish a farm. This was a remarkable opportunity for many Europeans. No country 
had ever given away free land! Large numbers of Northern Europeans came to take up 
farming in the Midwest and on the great plains. Later, millions would arrive from south-
ern and eastern Europe to labor in the new industries. They hoped to escape political 
turmoil, religious persecution, or grinding poverty in their mother lands.

In all of these areas, communities were established. Some were economic centers for 
agriculture. Others served mining or industrial economies. Some that were located at 
points where transportation brought rapidly increasing commerce grew and became cit-
ies. In each of these communities, daily and weekly newspapers were needed. The American 
population was growing rapidly. Free and mandatory public education had been widely 
adopted, and an increasing number of people could read and write. Conditions were very 
favorable, in other words, for a considerable growth in newspaper and magazine reader-
ship. In 1870, five years after the end of the Civil War, there were 574 daily newspapers9 and 
three out of every ten households in the United States subscribed to a daily newspaper. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, the U.S. Census reported that (on average) there was one 
newspaper subscription for every household. Saturation had been achieved.

Immigration from abroad was not the only factor promoting growth in newspapers. There 
was a great movement of population from east to west all during the last half of the 1800s. 
Even during the 1840s, wagon trains streamed across the prairie, bound for the Oregon 
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Territory. Many families stopped along the way and established farms and communities in 
the Dakotas or in other parts of the mountain states. When gold was discovered in California 
in 1848, more than 250,000 people descended on Northern California within a few months.

Meanwhile, as the century was coming to an end, the pace of immigration picked up. 
Millions of people passed through the great immigration station at Ellis Island. Many stayed 
in the cities along the eastern seaboard, but others traveled on to join relatives or earlier 
migrants in the Midwest and elsewhere. At about the same time, in a real sense, the frontier 
came to an end. Most of our states had already been admitted to the union. However, addi-
tional territories and populations came under American control just as the century was end-
ing. In a war with Spain that lasted only ten weeks, Puerto Rico and the Philippines became 
American overseas possessions. Hawaii and Alaska were added at about the same time.

New Media in an Urban-Industrial Society: The 1900s

The 1900s saw the rise of new media that could not possibly have been imagined by people 
in the 1600s. All were products of the continuing Industrial Revolution and its scientific 
counterpart. Black-and-white silent movies, along with home radio, came early in the cen-
tury. Just after mid-century, television was available in virtually every American home. It 
was soon followed by the VCR, the DVD, cable systems, direct broadcast satellites, cellu-
lar phones, and the computer-based Internet with all of its applications.

As the twentieth century came to a close, the pace of change in new mass communica-
tion technologies became almost frantic. Some media were shrinking; others were expand-
ing. Still others were converging. The pace was so fast that it became difficult to predict 
in a detailed way what people would have available in the early decades of the twenty-first 
century or, in some cases, even the next month. In spite of this pace, however, the new 
mass media to come, like what came earlier, will be shaped by the same factors that have 
operated in the past.

The United States Becomes a Mass Communication Society

One of the first major mass media developments of the 1900s was the rise of a new kind of 
journalism within the magazine industry. Starting in 1900, an almost endless number of 
articles were prepared to expose political, economic, and social problems in American life. 
President Theodore Roosevelt called these writers “muckrakers.” He did so because they 
concentrated on corruption in American politics, ruthlessness in business, and the plight 
of the poor—rather than championing the remarkable achievements of the American soci-
ety. However, by the time of World War I, the public was tired of such exposures, and the 
muckraker era came to an end. Nevertheless, its lasting influence was to ensure the place 
of investigative journalism in the American press.

The Golden Age of the Print Media

World War I was of great significance to the 92 million people in the United States when 
it broke out in 1914. However, America did not enter the war actively until 1917. Before it 
ended, in November of 1918, more than two million young men and a few hundred women 
went to France. Of the young men who served in the trenches or in ships in the Atlantic, 
130,000 lost their lives. The public was horrified—but eager to follow the war news from 
France. During the period, subscriptions to daily newspapers rose to a historic high. 
Newspapers were literally in a “golden age”—one that they would never see again. On 
average, American families subscribed to more than 1.3 daily newspapers. Many families 
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had both a morning and evening paper delivered to their doors, or they bought them from 
street vendors. The newspaper had a total monopoly on the news because it had no rivals.

Magazines also came into a kind of golden age during the first several decades of the 
1900s and especially between 1920 and 1950. Beautifully printed general magazines with 
slick paper and huge circulations rose to great prominence. They prospered because they 
were an ideal vehicle for delivering advertising of nationally mass-marketed products. For 
that purpose, they too had no serious rivals. Millions of subscribers in all parts of the 
country received their magazines by mail. Such magazines as the Saturday Evening Post, 
Colliers, or Cosmopolitan also served the entertainment function by providing collections 
of short stories, serialized novels, simple analyses of public affairs, recipes, and humor.

American Movies Dominate the World Market

One of the major consequences of World War I for our contemporary media system had 
to do with global markets for American entertainment products. With France, Germany, 
and Britain locked in the Great War, motion picture production facilities in Europe were 
essentially shut down after 1914. American filmmakers rushed to supply the world mar-
ket. The silent black-and-white movies of the time used subtitles to tell the ongoing story. 
Thus, the movies were a flexible product that sold well in every country that had even 
primitive movie theaters. People in those countries, especially the young, adored them. 
American films established a world dominance by this means, and they retain that domi-
nance even to this day. Those global distribution systems have now been greatly expanded, 
and American movies, TV programs, music, and other entertainment products are both 
loved and criticized all over the world.

The motion picture industry matured greatly between the two World Wars. Going to 
the movies became the recreation of choice for millions of American families as well as 
for audiences in almost all other countries. The experience was cheap, wholesome, avail-
able, and fun. The movies were ideal for dating couples. American kids of the time loved 
the Saturday matinees with cowboys, comics, and serialized adventures. Many movies 
attracted the whole family. Attendance in the United States rose to record heights between 
1930 and 1950 when more than two tickets were sold per family every week. However, that 
golden age would soon go into serious decline as television became the dominant medium.

Radio as a New Mass Communication Technology

By the beginning of the 1920s, radio was transformed from a wireless dot-dash telegraph 
used for commercial, navigational, and governmental purposes into a home medium. 
Regularly scheduled broadcasts of music, drama, and comedians began early in the 1920s, 
and in the United States, the medium quickly turned to advertising as a means of financial 
support. That was the solution taken by the popular newspapers nearly a century earlier 
and by magazines as they developed during the last half of the 1800s. It was the American 
way—private ownership, profit-oriented, and minimal governmental interference in terms of 
content. Radio did require certain technical regulations to avoid signal interference, but 
(except for dirty words) the system essentially retained the freedom of speech that was a 
deep-seated cultural value.

Television Challenges Other Mass Media

Television was about to become a mass medium in the United States when the Japanese 
attacked Pearl Harbor. However, when the conflict was over, a number of stations quickly 
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went on air, and wherever there was a signal to receive, television sets were snapped up by 
a waiting public. The Federal Communications Commission restrained the growth of the 
medium for four years while developing a plan to avoid signal overlap. Even so, the public 
could not get enough of television broadcasts.

Television created significant displacements among the other media. It quickly attracted 
advertising dollars from print and radio, and it took audiences away from the movies. 
TV inherited radio’s financial structure, its relationship with the Federal Communication 
Commission, much of its programming, and most of its audience. In addition, its advan-
tages as an advertising medium drew dollars away from the general magazines, many of 
which went out of business. Television’s advertising and its news services made inroads 
into the financial health of newspapers.

New Technologies and Changing Mass Media Systems

After the middle of the twentieth century, the American mass communication system was 
deeply established. By the late 1950s, television had become the medium to which most 
Americans paid close attention. Books retained their niche as a specialized medium for 
information, education, and entertainment. Movies remained popular, but the numbers 
paying at the box office were clearly declining. Newspapers were losing readers steadily, 
and many papers were either going bankrupt or being absorbed into chains to reduce 
costs. Radio rebounded by turning to music, news, and talk-show programming after 
being nearly put out of business by TV. However, still further changes were coming. They 
would be based on both satellites and the digital technology of the computer.

The Increasing Importance of Computers

No one quite foresaw the truly remarkable role that computers would play in the media 
industries. At first, the huge electronic computers, like the ENIAC (Electronic Numerical 
Integrator and Computer), which was more than one hundred feet long and developed 
for the military during and just after World War II, were seen by the public as scientific 
curiosities. They were seen as little more than “electronic brains,” used by the military and 
operated by scientists with thick glasses and nerd packs in the pockets of their white coats.

By comparison with today’s computers, the early machines were not only huge but 
very slow. Moreover, they seemed to have little or no significance for ordinary citizens. 
However, by the mid-1950s, it became clear to businesses and government agencies that 
computers could be used for a great many practical purposes. The card-programmed, 
mainframe computers of the time were soon in use in every large corporation, educational 
institution, and government agency.10 Because of their efficiency, they soon helped to move 
the United States into the information age.11 What that means is that, after the middle 
of the century, more people were manipulating numbers and words than were producing 
objects with hands and machines. By 1960, the age of the digital, electronic computer had 
truly arrived, and it soon changed the lives of almost everyone.

The Constant Invention and Replacement of Media

During the 1960s and the 1970s, using a large mainframe computer was accomplished 
only by highly-trained specialists using arcane commands and programming “languages.” 
Early in the 1980s, however, the small “desktop” machines came onto the market. They 
were quickly adopted and pressed into use for thousands of different applications. Within a 
decade, the computer had literally transformed the ways in which business was conducted 
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in almost every walk of life. By 2019, 74% of American adults owned a desktop or laptop 
computer.12 During the 2020–2021 pandemic, however, sales of personal and laptop com-
puters surged to their highest level in a decade, due to the number of people working from 
home and to remote learning.13

Overview of Factors Influencing Mass Media Development in the 1900s

As the twentieth century began, people could subscribe to a sophisticated morning and 
afternoon daily newspaper or receive many kinds of magazines in the mail. The more afflu-
ent could call friends on the telephone (but long-distance was not well developed). People 
could also send a telegram. However, there were no movie theaters to attend, no radio to 
hear, and no television to view. Computer networks could not even be imagined. The pop-
ulation of the United States continued to expand rapidly in the early decades (slowing in 
more recent times) and educational levels increased greatly. These trends provided a larger 
and more literate market for print media. As a result, the early part of the century was the 
“golden age” of print.

The change from agriculture to industry gave people more expendable income on aver-
age and more scheduled free time. The result was a corresponding interest and need for 
diversion and amusement. Entertainment-oriented media developed to meet these needs—
the movies, radio, television, and its related systems—and more recently, the Internet. By 
the mid-nineteenth century, and in more recent times, the newer media were growing while 
the older traditional print media began a slow decline in audience share.

The pace of scientific and technological development was spurred by the increase in the 
standard of living brought by the advance of the industrial revolution. The 1900s brought 
not only dramatic increases in the accomplishments of science but also growth in aver-
age family income. People could afford the new gadgets and amusements that were being 
produced. In addition, two World Wars spurred technology of many kinds. In particu-
lar, World War II and the following Cold War stimulated the development of computers. 
Digital technology, now at the heart of the almost daily media modifications and advances, 
is also bringing great changes in our media systems in the twenty-first century.

What Lies Ahead?

Digital technology, the foundation of computer operations, will continue to bring us new 
forms of information, advertising, and entertainment. We now enjoy new systems for 
delivering clearer television signals and content to our home sets and other devices. While 
all are not technically mass media, constant innovations are bringing Americans and oth-
ers many kinds of information, services, and entertainment on the Internet and its World 
Wide Web as well as on hand-held devices, such as cell phones and iPads.

The basic principle that will prevail is that, in a technological society, there is a constant 
invention, obsolescence, and replacement of media. In an economic system based on cap-
italism, new products capable of earning profits are constantly being invented, tried, and 
developed. Many displace older systems that lose profitability. It is a pattern as old as the 
Industrial Revolution.

It is difficult to specify the exact form of new mass communication systems that will 
exist in the years ahead. The pace of invention is very fast. In addition to new technology, it 
seems clear that the importance of social media will continue to increase. And what about 
the role of artificial intelligence in the production of content in the years ahead? Finally, 
consider the fact that the plans and ownership patterns among the major corporations 
developing such systems undergo change and modification every day. Regardless of the 
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changes that may take place in the years ahead, our mass communication systems will 
continue to be influenced by our cultural values, our economic and political systems, and 
other cultural factors. In turn, these factors will shape how we study the media and the 
ways in which the media influence our everyday lives.

Questions for Discussion

1 A shared set of cultural beliefs often called a “frontier mentality” involved “rugged 
individuals pitted against nature,” who saw no need for controls by a powerful gov-
ernment and who resented attempts to regulate any aspect of their lives. It empha-
sized individuality, personal responsibility, and freedom from government influence, 
reflecting basic values from colonial times that continue today. Discuss how these val-
ues had an impact during the pandemic of 2020–2021 and the controversies that arose 
regarding the wearing of masks, state and local regulations during the pandemic, and 
decisions to follow, or not follow, advice from public health or government officials.

2 Discuss how these same values played a role in the presidential campaign of 2020.
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2 Introduction to the Origins, 
Nature, and Uses of Theories

Why should scholars specializing in the study of mass communication and their influ-
ences bother to develop theories about their origins, processes, and effects? Similarly, why 
should students studying such fields as journalism, advertising, public relations, or other 
media-based fields bother with the study of those issues? After all, aren’t theories just 
guesses and speculations dreamed up by a bunch of professors sitting in their armchairs? 
What do they have to do with the “real world” as its practical affairs are conducted in the 
hard-driven community of profit and loss? Similarly, how can theories have any use or 
importance for the success and failures of people pursuing media-related careers?

These are important questions, and they demand answers. This chapter focuses on those 
issues. It discusses the nature of theories and where they come from. It also provides rea-
sons why they are important in the day-to-day activities of professional communicators 
and others. It explains how scholars, both in the past and more recently, have gone about 
developing a number of explanations for the processes and effects of mass communication. 
Finally, it summarizes briefly what theories are included in this book.

What Is a Theory?

In a very basic sense, a theory can be regarded as a description of how something works. 
That “something” can be anything people are trying to study and understand. It may be a 
physical phenomenon—like why substances burn. It may be a biological “something,” like 
what causes a particular disease. Or it can be a psychological issue, such as how people 
store experience in memory. In the same sense, it may be a question about mass communi-
cation—such as how mass media depictions of a behavior influence the way people think 
about it. In other words, theories are an important kind of knowledge that is developed 
in any field where a description is needed of how something works. Another way of saying 
that is that theories provide explanations of what conditions or factors seem to bring about 
some sort of consequence.

Concepts as Beginning Points for Theory Development

It is not possible to develop or even describe a theory without stating and defining its con-
cepts. Concepts are the basic building blocks of a theory. In an analogous way, they can be 
thought of as the bricks with which a wall will be made. Each brick is an important part. 
If it were missing or seriously flawed, the resulting wall would be defective.

The basic nature of a concept is not particularly difficult to understand. It is just a 
named condition, factor, or situation that exists in reality that plays some necessary part 
in the process that the theory describes and explains. The phrase “exists in reality” is an 
important one. Theories can get into trouble if they incorporate concepts that actually do 
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not have such real existence. A classic example is an early theory of burning proposed by 
Richard Kirwan in 1787; he maintained that things burn because of the release of a mys-
terious substance called “phlogiston.” Needless to say, that explanation did not survive. 
Kirwan’s theory was replaced later by one developed by Joseph Priestly, the discoverer of 
oxygen. Priestly was able to demonstrate that oxygen did actually exist in reality and was 
essential to the burning process.

Examples of simple concepts founded in reality that are often involved in the study 
of mass communication are age, income, and socioeconomic status (of the members of 
an audience) or hours per day spent viewing (by persons attending to that medium). As 
subsequent chapters will indicate, there are many other concepts involved in theories of 
mass communication. Some are complex, but they all must share the requirement of real 
existence, meaning that their concepts can be observed in some way by researchers and 
theory-builders.

Concepts can vary. That is, they can take different numerical values. For example, age 
obviously can be expressed quite conventionally as a particular number of years since 
a person was born. Thus, age is a variable concept. Similarly, a family’s income can be 
expressed as some (variable) amount of dollars earned per year. In quite the same way, 
a person’s television behavior can be expressed as the number of hours per day spent 
watching TV.

As these examples suggest, concepts can often be expressed in terms of some quantity 
because they can take different numerical values. For that reason, procedures for their 
measurement become very important in theory-building or testing research. And, because 
such concepts can take varying numerical values, they are sometimes referred to simply as 
variables. (But that really means “variable concepts.”)

Even concepts that do not seem to vary actually do so—in a limited sort of way. Take, 
for example, the concept of “married” (which can be an important concept in some kinds 
of research and theory development). Now, one cannot be “just a tiny bit” married, “some-
what married,” or “a lot married.” Technically (and legally), one is either married or not. 
But is this a variable concept? Yes, it is. One can assign a value of unity (1) to the condition 
of being married and a value of zero (0) to those who are not married. In that limited 
sense, then, the factor (concept, variable) of “married” can be measured and quantified. 
There are many variables like this—employed vs. unemployed, social media user vs. non-
user, magazine subscriber vs. non-subscriber, and so forth. This may seem like an obscure 
technical point, but it can be important in assessing the ways that research observations 
are made for the development of theories.

Some concepts are said to be “independent.” What this means is that they are not thought 
to be a consequence of something else. For example, suppose that a person smokes three 
packs of cigarettes every day. As a consequence, there is an increased likelihood that he or 
she will eventually suffer from lung cancer. If that does indeed happen, cigarette smoking 
is an independent condition (variable). That is, smoking is not caused by lung cancer—it’s 
the other way around. The lung problem, then, is a dependent condition (variable) because 
it is influenced, brought about, or caused by the independent action of smoking.

In developing theories in any science, careful distinctions are made between the inde-
pendent and the dependent concepts that are included. In developing a mass commu-
nication theory, the logic is similar. If a child spends many hours every night playing 
video games while avoiding homework, and if as a consequence his or her grades go 
down, there is an obvious “independent” concept here (hours spent playing video games) 
and another obvious “dependent” variable (grades). The propositions that make up a 
theory, then, are formulated in such a way that these independent and dependent rela-
tionships are clear.
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Theories as Sets of Related Propositions

A theory is made up of a set of related statements of relationships between its concepts. 
While some theories in advanced sciences may be “stated” in mathematical formulae, like 
e = mc2, others are set forth in ordinary language, explaining what factors or conditions 
bring about what consequences. For example, Charles Darwin stated his theory of evo-
lution, explaining how distinct species developed through a process of natural selection. 
He set forth his theory in a lengthy book using only descriptive prose.1 Another example 
of a theory set forth in this way is that of Sigmund Freud, who described relationships 
between various concepts of the human psyche (ego, superego, and id) and their conse-
quences for behavior.2 In the field of mass communication, many of the contemporary the-
ories that have been developed, indeed most, are stated that way—often in lengthy works 
that describe the factors and conditions that are thought to bring about certain kinds of 
consequences.

An alternative to such lengthy discussions of the nature of a theory is to summarize it in 
a more formal manner as a limited set of related statements from which certain logical infer-
ences can be drawn. People who develop theories in this more formal manner sometimes 
call the theory’s statements propositions. The propositions of a given “formal” theory are 
designed in such a way that they set forth in brief statements the assumed relationships that 
are thought to exist between two or more variables (concepts) that are used to describe and 
explain how things work. A number of examples of such formal theories are presented in 
this book.

The advantage of a formal statement of propositions is this: If its assumed propositions 
can be regarded as correct descriptions of the relationships between the concepts, the the-
ory provides a basis for a logical derivation of some sort of consequence or implication. In 
other words, an important question is what does the theory (logically) imply—if all of its 
assumptions can be thought of as true? This idea—of being able to obtain some sort of log-
ical implication about whatever is under study—is a truly valuable feature of formal theo-
ries. The reason is that such logical implications provide guidelines as to what researchers 
should look for as evidence in order to assess the merits of the theory.

In the chapters of this book, in which specific theories of processes and effects of mass 
communication are discussed, an attempt is made to summarize them in this more formal 
way—as sets of related propositions stating the theory’s assumptions. This can be a dif-
ficult task, given the complexity of the mass communication process, the audiences that 
receive media messages, and the many kinds of influences that result. For that reason, the 
formalized summaries set forth in each chapter are to be regarded as very tentative.

Generally, then, a theory is a set of statements or propositions that describe assumed 
relationships between independent and dependent concepts (variables) that are important 
in trying to understand how (whatever is under study) “works” or comes about. The for-
malization of such theories is intended to make them easier to understand and also to 
indicate what logical implications they reveal—implications that can be assessed through 
observational research.

Theories as Explanations

As noted, a theory is an attempt to explain something.3 The statements or propositions of 
a theory are just sentences that describe both the assumptions that are made about how 
its concepts are related and some logical prediction of what can be expected (in reality) 
if those assumptions are regarded as true. This may sound complicated, but it is really a 
very common procedure that people use all the time to predict some consequence of a set 
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of prior conditions. To illustrate, consider the common criticism that the American mass 
media overwhelmingly produce and disseminate to their audiences entertainment content 
that is of shallow and limited artistic merit. Categories of content that could be charac-
terized in this way are soap operas, spectator sports, situational comedies, reality shows, 
quiz shows, and so forth. Few people would describe this type of content as truly serious, 
intellectually challenging, or as having high artistic merit. A similar situation exists in 
the daily news that is printed, broadcast, or presented online. Many truly serious stories 
are delivered, of course, but many deal with human interest events, bizarre happenings, 
accidents, fires, and other topics or information that may have a certain “entertainment” 
value. Indeed, the term “infotainment” is used to describe many news stories that predom-
inate in the nation’s press and newscasts.

How can this be explained? A theory that both describes and explains these practices 
can be stated in a series of formal propositions. It is essentially an economic theory that rec-
ognizes the competitive business environment within which the media in the U.S. operate. 
For example, its formal propositions can be stated in the following terms:

An Economic Theory of the Factors that Shape the Content of American News 
and Entertainment Media

1 The economic (social) institution of the United States is one of political capitalism.4

2 The most fundamental requirement of that institution is that products or services that 
are produced and marketed must make a profit for their owners and stockholders so as 
to avoid financial failure.

3 Making a profit requires maximizing the difference between the costs of production 
and the earnings obtained from the product or service.

4 News and entertainment media in the United States are privately owned enterprises 
that operate on those economic principles (with some exceptions).

5 Those who manage and produce content for privately owned media must make a profit 
in order to conduct their operations, and without profits, they could not continue their 
activities.

6 The major source of income from which profits are derived is fees and revenues paid by 
advertisers for placing their messages in the media delivering news and entertainment 
(plus box office receipts in the case of movies).

7 For a medium to earn profits from these sources, it must attract the largest possible 
numbers of paid admissions, subscribers, listeners, or viewers to the content in which 
the advertisers’ announcements are embedded.

8 The types of content that have the greatest appeal to the largest audiences often are 
those that contain entertaining themes of violence, crime, and sex.

9 Therefore, given the factors and requirements above, producing media news, movies, 
TV, or other entertainment content that consistently fails to include these themes—so 
as to appeal to the largest possible audiences—will not attract maximum revenues and 
is likely to lead to financial difficulties due to limited profits.

This theory contains independent concepts—capitalism, profits, income, and so on. It 
also contains the dependent variable “large audiences.” Its propositions describe assumed 
relationships between them. When a theory is stated formally in this way, the list of the 
assumptions comes first. They summarize the independent conditions, factors, or situa-
tions (concepts) that need to be present before some consequence can be expected. Note 
that the dependent consequence (concept or variable) follows in the “therefore” statement. 
That is, if the assumptions stated can be regarded as true, that concept—“financial dif-
ficulties”—should be present as an observable consequence. If a research project were 
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conducted, it would not be difficult to check up to see if the prediction was accurate—to 
see if news or entertainment media that failed to proceed in these ways and produced only 
dull fare actually did have difficulties in earning profits.

While this theory may seem obvious, it serves to illustrate an important set of rules 
about theory-building: (1) A “formal” theory is one set forth as a limited set of related prop-
ositions (as opposed to lengthy descriptive prose). (2) That set of propositions expresses the 
relationships that are assumed to exist between the independent and the dependent con-
cepts incorporated into the theory. (3) The concepts used must refer to situations, events, 
or conditions that have observable counterparts in the realities that are under considera-
tion. Finally, (4) the set of stated assumptions leads to a predicted consequence that can be 
empirically observed. This set of four rules provides a valuable framework for evaluating 
the merits of any existing or proposed theory of mass communication. As noted earlier, to 
“explain” how something works is to set forth what “causes” it.5 In the economic theory 
above, the news or entertainment medium would be expected to suffer financially if the 
conditions described in the stated assumptions were not met.

Theories as Guides to Research

A well-formulated theory leads to the logical conclusion that certain consequences will 
be observable—provided one looks in the right place. It is in this way that theories offer 
guidelines to researchers by predicting what they should find if they conduct studies of what 
has been predicted and can make the appropriate observations.6

To illustrate, suppose that a researcher sets out to test the prediction made by the eco-
nomic theory about the financial survival of the medium. The researcher is confident that 
the theory provides an accurate prediction and that the majority of media that fit the 
assumptions will indeed remain profitable. In designing a research project to test this pre-
diction, the researcher is able to find a large number of media that behave in exactly the 
manner described in the theory. They are all making solid profits. So far, so good! There is 
a reality that is described by the concepts. Now the researcher looks at the profit reports 
of others that do not seem to follow the same pattern. To his or her dismay, a number of 
those observed actually do show profits, even though they present less entertaining and 
more serious news.

Now what? The theory cannot be accepted as valid if it does not predict with reasonable 
accuracy what happens in reality when the assumptions are met. What to do? The answer 
is that it is time for revision and further research. What might have been overlooked? It 
finally dawns on the researcher that the medium’s actual ownership (a concept) was not 
considered in the original version of the theory. Some media are operated by organizations 
that support their financial costs without depending on large circulations or audiences. A 
corporation or a religious group may support a broadcast station or a printed newspaper 
to serve its members—thus ensuring the medium’s survival without making a profit. 
If the research project is revised by eliminating such media from the set to be studied, 
then the theory would make an accurate prediction. If further research establishes that 
the theory consistently does this, with appropriately selected media for observation, then 
it has received strong support.

Some theories may seem to be obviously correct—at least at first glance. However, it is 
not difficult to illustrate how troublesome facts can wreak havoc with a wonderful-looking 
theory that seems intuitively unassailable. For example, consider a real case. Here is what 
happened: Social media, defined as computer-mediated technology that allows one to 
create and share information and other forms of expression through virtual communi-
ties, are believed to provide significant psychological benefits to users. The main feature 
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that is assumed to lead to these personal benefits is that it is “interactive” for those who 
use it—as opposed to being “passive,” like radio or television. Actively being in contact 
with others, this theory predicts, leads to greater enjoyment, fulfillment, and personal sat-
isfaction on the part of the individual user—in contrast with passive alternatives such as 
couch potatoes watching television, which leads away from contact with others. Although 
this theory was not developed formally as a set of assumed propositions, it is easy to see 
its assumptions and the prediction that they provide. In summary, its propositions would 
be something like this:

1 Activities that provide expanded contacts with other people lead to enjoyment, fulfill-
ment, and personal satisfaction.

2 Through the use of social media, people can expand their contacts with others and 
increase their level of social participation.

3 Such users can get acquainted and stay in touch with people that they would never 
meet in other ways.

4 Users can exchange ideas with others, even strangers, on topics that interest them.
5 Therefore: Those who use social media extensively will be more socially engaged, emo-

tionally connected, and more satisfied than those more passive unfortunates who do 
not.

Obviously, the research question is whether or not this logical prediction is true. In 2018 
researchers at the University of Pittsburgh’s Center for Research on Media, Technology 
and Health reported the results of empirical observations on this issue and learned that 
exactly the opposite was the case. Those who regularly used social media had more anxiety 
and depression than non-users.

Was this some trivial study of a few people? No! These were the findings of a nationally 
representative sample of 1,730 millennial adults, ages 19 to 32.7 It was a careful inves-
tigation designed by experienced researchers. It found that those who reported using 
seven to eleven social media platforms had three times the risk of depression or anxiety 
than those who used no more than two platforms or who did not use social media at all. 
The platforms included Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Google Plus, Instagram, Snapchat, 
Reddit, Tumblr, Pinterest, Vine, and LinkedIn. Those who used more than seven plat-
forms showed higher levels of depressive symptoms, even when controlling for factors 
such as race, gender, relationship status, household income, education, and total time 
spent on social media.

The authors of the study suggested that perhaps those who suffer from depression or 
anxiety, or both, tend to use a broader range of social media outlets as they search for a 
setting that feels comfortable and accepting. But it also could be that trying to maintain a 
presence on multiple platforms may actually lead to depression and anxiety. In addition, 
the total time spent on social media often reduced the amount of interaction on a face-
to-face basis, which may also be a factor in depression. How many social media platforms 
do you use?

Given the results of this study, would you say this theory needs further work?

Theories as Practical Tools

The answer to whether theories have practical importance in the “real world” is that in 
almost any field, they are essential to developing applications that work to solve many 
kinds of problems. For example, routinely, in everyday life and probably without realiz-
ing that we are doing so, we make daily use of valid theories from many fields that have 
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provided profound benefits. Every time you turn on a light, drive a car, take a pill, enjoy 
air conditioning, buy a new DVD, or drink water without serious health consequences, 
you are engaging in activities that would not be possible without the existence of valid 
theories that led to these applications. They may be from physics, medicine, music, public 
health, or some other specialized field. But the bottom line is that modern life would not 
be possible if no one had developed the theories that have provided the explanations and 
guides to research leading to the products and procedures on which we are so dependent.

But what about mass communication? That has little to do with such obvious products 
of scientific theories, such as sending space vehicles to Mars, curing dread diseases, or 
predicting tomorrow’s weather. The answer is that all of the theories developed in the 
physical and biological sciences were developed by bright human beings who painstak-
ingly observed factual evidence over long periods of time—sometimes centuries—sort-
ing out what set of antecedent (independent) conditions seemed to be causing which 
observable (dependent) consequences. That is exactly what people in the much newer 
field of mass communication also are doing, as subsequent chapters in the present book 
will discuss.

In each physical, biological, and social science, someone eventually put together a sys-
tematic explanation (a theory) of how things worked in whatever they were investigating. 
Sometimes they got it wrong, and their explanation could not be verified by further obser-
vations. In that case, the theory had to be abandoned. In other cases, they got it partially 
right, and others had to improve the explanation through further observation and cor-
rection of the original theory. Eventually, however, theories were tested and validated in 
many fields to yield the technological wonders of our time, the remarkable advances that 
have extended human life for decades, led to an understanding of many forms of human 
behavior, and even predicted devastating hurricanes in a way that allowed the saving of 
many human lives. In short, such theories were enormously practical. There is really no 
alternative to using that same approach in mass communication if we want to under-
stand the way in which our mass media and their content influence our lives, individually, 
socially, and culturally.

The question was raised as to whether the development of theories of mass communica-
tion is important. The answer is that if we are to understand the problems and processes of 
modern society, it is critical. For example, taken together, more people in the United States 
work in businesses and industries dependent on mass communication than in any other 
segment of the economy. During the 1800s, the majority of people made their livings in 
activities associated with agriculture. By the mid-1900s, that had changed to manufactur-
ing. People used machines to make “things.” Today the information industries dominate. 
People work with words and other symbols. Vast numbers of people work in jobs that are 
either directly or indirectly dependent on the existence of newspapers, magazines, books, 
radio, television, DVDs, movies, the Internet, and social media. All of these ever-changing 
media present information and entertainment that come to the attention of hundreds of 
millions of people for several hours every day. That is true not only in the United States 
but in virtually all parts of the world. The influence of these media and what they present 
is under constant review, analysis, discussion, and criticism. For the most part, however, 
all of this attention is dominated by speculation and opinion rather than by a solid under-
standing of how things actually work.

It is essential, then, that media scholars continue to develop valid understandings and 
explanations of the nature of those influences and the processes by which they are brought 
about. In other words, theories of mass communication are badly needed to help us all sort 
out the benefits, costs, and other consequences of the media that we all use and support. 
Because of its importance, then, the study of mass communication theory has become a 
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lively area in which researchers and scholars continuously try out new ideas in order to 
push forward the cutting edge of understanding.

Some of the theories presented in this book have been extensively studied for decades 
and have stood the test of research. However, not all of the theories discussed have as yet 
been tested thoroughly. For some, initial research has been done—and the results seem 
promising. Others are in an even more tentative stage. But those that are as yet only par-
tially tested, or even those that are newly formulated, do have value. They offer at least 
candidate explanations and predictions about media processes or effects for researchers 
to probe.

Some of the theories that have withstood the test of research are being used for practical 
purposes in media-related professions. To illustrate, imagine that you are now employed 
in the advertising and marketing department of a company making household products. 
Your boss has just asked you to design a communication strategy to help market one of 
the company’s new products. Assume that it is a much-improved fluid for removing stains 
from clothing. The first thing is to try and understand the way in which any new product 
will be adopted by the public. Are such adoptions made on a random basis among a pop-
ulation, or do they follow some predictable pattern? Say, for example, you recall hearing 
about a communication theory called the diffusion of innovation theory (which you will 
read about in Chapter 18). You check out what the theory says about the conditions under 
which such a new product will be taken up over time by those members of the public that 
use this type of thing. You discover a crucial role is played by the media in providing 
information about an innovation like your product—leading to an “S-shaped curve of 
adoption.” You also discover the importance of “personal influence” on buying decisions 
as a part played by opinion leaders. This is discussed in the “two-step flow of communica-
tion theory” (Chapter 11), which explains what happens when people turn to others that 
they think are knowledgeable for advice about new products. These theories prove to be 
useful in designing a promotional campaign. You develop strategies for identifying and 
designing messages in specific media, especially social media, aimed at opinion leaders 
and “influencers” who are likely to guide the purchasing decisions of those they advise. 
That will likely have a higher probability of success than just randomly placing advertising 
messages in various media.

Generally, then, mass communication theories can have significant practical as well as 
academic research value. Indeed, professional communicators have been using some of 
them in one way or another for many years—often without knowing their origins.

In this book, the background and research origins of each of the theories presented are 
discussed briefly. It is then summarized in propositional form. Where relevant research 
has been done to assess the theory, those findings are summarized. Admittedly, each chap-
ter is only a summary of the major points and ideas. This may provide an oversimplifica-
tion. However, these summaries have been prepared for the convenience of those who want 
an overview of the foundations for the development of mass communication theory. Full 
mastery of each theory’s origins, background, research support, and other details requires 
turning to the original documents where it was first presented and, in some cases, the subse-
quent technical literature that discusses its testing and validity. Some of those sources are 
listed in the references provided for each chapter. No attempt has been made to provide a 
full report of all studies ever done.

Generally, then, theories are not mysterious, highly abstract, or difficult to understand. 
They are practical descriptions of how something works. They are explanations and log-
ical predictions that can be checked out with relevant research. Some are already well 
tested; others are partially so. Still, others are new and remain to be confirmed. These new 
theories add to the cutting edge of our knowledge and will come under study by scholars.
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Where Do Theories Come from?

As noted, theories can guide research by providing logical predictions of what facts should 
be there for investigators to look for if the theory is valid. But research plays another very 
critical role. Often, research generates theories. That is, in many cases, theories are for-
mulated after some sort of scholarly investigation shows that an explanation of the facts 
uncovered is needed. Thus, theories are not just “hunches” that people come up with out of 
thin air. Ordinary citizens often use hunches, guesses, and speculations based on personal 
opinion when they are seeking to explain something and refer to them as “theories.” None 
of these kinds of explanations represents theories, as this concept is used in virtually every 
form of science.

Theories Derived from Research

A theory may begin in the mind of a researcher as a tentative explanation about whatever 
he or she has been studying. Theories are usually developed after a researcher has stud-
ied a particular kind of behavior (or another type of phenomenon in his or her specialty) 
and has started to gain some insight as to what might be causing whatever he or she has 
observed. In many cases, this early research process is not based on experiments, surveys, 
or other forms of quantitative analysis. Ideas for theories are often generated by those 
engaging in qualitative studies, where researchers conduct extended observations on an 
informal basis. These can initially identify what concepts may be important and give clues 
as to how they might be related. Then, when these issues have been identified, an initial 
version of the theory can be put together so that more systematic research can be under-
taken. This is often called a process of induction, and it has been an important part of the 
scientific method for centuries.

An example of how a theory can have its inductive beginning in some sort of system-
atic investigation is the case of an early theory—the two-step flow of communication 
(Chapter 11). The theory—which abundant subsequent research has shown is valid—was 
an unexpected outgrowth of a large-scale research project on the informational and per-
suasive roles of the mass media in the 1940 national presidential campaign (Franklin D. 
Roosevelt vs. Wendell Wilkie). Researchers repeatedly asked several hundred people in 
Erie County, Ohio, to indicate from which medium they received most of their information 
about the political issues and personalities in the forthcoming presidential election. They 
were convinced that people learned about the candidates and issues primarily from radio 
and newspapers (TV was not widely available at the time).

As it turned out, many people mentioned a very different source of information—one 
that the researchers had not anticipated. That source was “other people.” Those under 
study were getting a lot of information about the election by word-of-mouth from friends, 
family, fellow workers, neighbors, and so on. In fact, some voters got far more information 
about the candidates and issues from such interpersonal communication than from the 
mass media.

The investigators immediately recognized the importance of this unanticipated chan-
nel of information and went on to study such person-to-person communication in depth. 
They formulated a tentative theory (inductively) that predicted a “two-step” flow of infor-
mation—from the mass media to certain kinds of individuals who paid close attention to 
mass communications—and from them on to a less attentive larger audience via word-
of-mouth transmission. Guided by this induced theory, this type of communication came 
under intense study by quantitative researchers. Various testable hypotheses were deduced 
(logically derived) from its basic propositions. As more and more research evidence on the 



30 Introduction

two-step flow was uncovered, the theory received a great deal of support. Today it is rec-
ognized as an important and valid explanation of how certain kinds of information spread 
through society after first being presented by the mass media.

In a more recent example, researchers completed a large-scale study of more than 1,300 
teenage high school youths in 12 nations. They found that (1) most of the youths stud-
ied had negative beliefs and attitudes toward ordinary Americans and (2) that they were 
heavily exposed to U.S.-produced movies, TV programming, and other entertainment 
products in which the lifestyles of people who lived in the United States were depicted. 
The authors inductively developed the explanation that this exposure to movies and TV 
dramas—with their emphasis on violence, crime, and sex—provided unrealistic but unin-
tended lessons about Americans that were quite negative. Those studied had few or no 
actual contacts with ordinary Americans, but they unwittingly learned about them while 
being entertained.8

The lesson here is that the relationship between research (qualitative and quantitative), 
as it is commonly conducted within the rules of science, and theory is a reciprocal one. 
That is a fancy way of saying that it is a “two-way street.” The need for a new theory 
becomes apparent as a result of one or more (qualitative or quantitative) research studies, 
and the investigators begin to put together a possible explanation of what has been found 
in the form of clear statements, concepts, and descriptions. Then more research is done 
using quantitative procedures to see if the tentative theory can reliably and accurately 
predict the relationship between independent conditions and dependent consequences. If 
so, the theory is increasingly seen as a valid explanation and as a tool for guiding still more 
research to make doubly sure that it is correctly formulated. If all works out, the theory 
consistently describes, explains, and predicts what seems to cause specific kinds of events 
and consequences in the real world. If so, the theory has potential practical application for 
the people who deal with those kinds of events.

Theories Derived from Ideologies

It is important for students of mass communication to understand that there is another 
very different category of theories that does not fit what has been said thus far. These are 
theories that are not derived from or tested by conducting research within a scientific 
framework but are obtained from some sort of ideology. An ideology is a set of coordinated 
beliefs about the nature of human life, culture, or the world. The term “ideology” comes 
from the word “idea” (a concept or representation) and “logos” (a body of wisdom or 
knowledge).

The unique thing about ideologies is that, for their supporters, they require no “proof” 
in the sense of scientifically gathered empirical evidence. An ideology is unquestionably 
accepted by its advocates a priori (“from what comes before”). This is a logical process in 
which consequences are deduced from principles that are assumed to be true, ahead of time 
(before research), as the “true explanation” or situation.

The use of an ideology to derive an explanation that needs no empirical verification can 
be illustrated easily. Most people are familiar with the Book of Genesis, which offers an 
explanation of the origins of the earth and all that is on the planet. It includes an account 
of the creation of human beings. Accepting that explanation is an a priori act of religious 
faith. If the principle of an omnipotent God is accepted, then it logically follows that God 
was the Creator and “intelligent designer” of the heavens and the earth and all the crea-
tures thereon. That form of reasoning has been the guiding perspective for billions of 
people for centuries, who have regarded it as a true explanation of the origins of the earth, 
its animals, and humankind.
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Accepting this creationist account makes it unnecessary to examine empirical evidence gath-
ered by geologists, paleontologists, or other scientific researchers. Conclusions can be reached 
directly from the ideology alone, without scientific evidence. Indeed, the empirical evidence 
gathered by large numbers of such scientists poses a problem because often, it offers alternative 
interpretations and support for very different explanations. This situation has generated fierce 
debates over a long period of time, and they promise to continue into the foreseeable future.

The point here is that some theories of mass communication have their origins in ide-
ologies. One example is critical cultural theory (Chapter 21). It offers an interesting per-
spective on the owners and managers who control the mass media, the ways in which they 
exercise that control, and the consequences for people in the audience and for society as a 
whole. The intellectual foundations for this body of theory come a priori from the political 
and economic interpretations (ideologies) originally set forth by Karl Marx.9

Critical cultural theory maintains that those in control of the mass media today are 
exploiting their audiences by exercising hegemony (powerful control) over ideas and beliefs 
by shaping the content of mass communications. The advocates of critical cultural theory 
also maintain that capitalism and democracy are essentially unfair because only a few have 
power and because wealth is not evenly distributed. Thus, guidelines for designing a fair 
society (derived from basic Marxian ideology) are given a contemporary interpretation.

How, then, does one decide which theories to accept? Is it better to accept those derived 
from research or those from ideology? There must be room for all ideas in the intellectual 
debate about the process and effects of mass communication. Most media scholars subscribe 
to the view that, in the long run, those theories that will likely prevail will be those that provide 
(1) the most accurate descriptions of reality, (2) the best explanations of why situations occur, and 
(3) those that make logical predictions that can be verified by systematic and unbiased obser-
vation. Others that cannot survive these criteria will, in time, be discarded. Essentially, this is 
a statement of the “marketplace of ideas” that John Milton described in his Aeropagitica—a 
paper he wrote in 1644—defending the right to publish one’s ideas freely:

Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, 
above all liberties….And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon 
the earth, so Truth be in the field, we do injuriously, by licensing and prohibiting, to 
misdoubt her strength. Let her and falsehood grapple; whoever knew Truth put to the 
worse in a free and open encounter?10

How Do Scholars Develop New Theories of Mass Communication?

How do scholars proceed when they begin to develop a theory explaining some feature or 
consequence of mass communication? As the foregoing discussions explain, the first step 
is conceptualization. This means identifying and defining the major concepts that will be a 
part of the explanations that will be developed and tested. Some that are already available 
can be identified from existing theories, but others may have to be developed for the new 
theory. An appropriate place to start, however, is to begin with a careful explanation of the 
process of mass communication. That means, in part, identifying the channels of commu-
nication that are or are not mass media.

Before World War II, there were no academic programs offering degrees in mass com-
munication. Some social scientists had turned their attention to the influences of the 
media, both on individuals and on society and culture as a whole. But, for the most part, 
their efforts were seen as contributing to knowledge in psychology, sociology, and polit-
ical science—rather than as efforts undertaken to develop a distinct body of knowledge 
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specifically focused on the processes and effects of mass communication. There were 
well-established schools of journalism, but those degree programs were focused on train-
ing people for work as reporters, editors, and related roles in the vocational field of gath-
ering and reporting the news. However, after the war, there was an increasing recognition 
that mass communications were playing an important part in providing influences on 
beliefs, attitudes, and behavior of ordinary people in the society as a whole.

It was at that point, with that understanding, beginning in the late 1940s and early 
1950s—and especially with the development and adoption of television—that interest 
grew in developing mass communication as an academic specialty in its own right. During 
the 1950s, a number of universities added programs that, over the years, became colleges, 
schools, and Departments of Mass Communication, with a clear focus on the study of the 
media and their influences on individual and social life.

Conceptualizing Mass Communication

Scholars from the social sciences, such as Paul Lazarsfeld, Robert Merton, Harold 
Lasswell, and Carl Hovland, led this movement. Immediately, they faced the task of con-
ceptualizing what mass communication was actually all about. One of the pioneers devel-
oping the new field was Wilbur Schramm, who put together one of the first textbooks 
specifically devoted to the new discipline.11 In that book, he brought together a number of 
important research reports that helped in defining of what the study of mass communica-
tion was to consist. One of those reports described in very simple terms the major concepts 
that would provide the foundation of the new field. In 1948, Harold Lasswell, who had put 
the definition together, maintained the following:

A convenient way to describe an act of communication is to answer the following 
questions:

Who
Says What
In What Channel
To Whom
With What Effect12

Even today, that ultra simple statement sets forth the basic concepts that are at the heart 
of the study of the processes and effects of mass communication. Thus, the main areas of 
major concern are still the source, the message content, the channel or medium, the audi-
ence, and, of course, the influences or effects that take place as a result.

During that formative period, another way to look at communication was described by 
two physicists who were working on communication problems from a mechanical or phys-
ical perspective. During the late 1940s, Dr. Claude E. Shannon was a physicist working in 
Bell Telephone Laboratories. Drawing on the 1894 work of Boltzman in statistical physics, 
papers by Szilard published in 1925, as well as more contemporary scientists, Shannon 
developed a formulation to describe physical events in the accuracy of transmission of 
information in a mechanical system such as the electrical impulses that move through a 
telephone line. Its basic concept was the idea of “entropy.” The term entropy originally was 
developed as a concept in thermodynamics. It refers to a measure of the amount of energy 
in a system that is not available for doing work. That is, entropy in this sense referred to 
inefficiency in a thermodynamic system. Entropy had the implication of random rather 
than structured energy. The greater the entropy, the lesser the efficiency of the system. 
Entropy defined in this way can be expressed in mathematical terms.
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In 1949, in collaboration with Warren Weaver, Shannon published The Mathematical 
Theory of Communication.13 At first, this theory focused on the technical problem of trans-
mitting information (not to be confused with meaning) along a telephone wire. Later it was 
expanded to a more general theory of communication describing the accuracy of trans-
mitting any pattern of signals used to interpret language symbols. The general idea of 
entropy as “randomness” became a central concept in this new formulation. The greater 
the entropy in such a system—that is, the more the randomness in a message—the more 
difficult it would be for a receiving person to “make sense” out of it when trying to under-
stand the patterned signals being transmitted.

In an analogous sense to the usage in thermodynamics, then, entropy could be concep-
tualized as a measure of the efficiency of a system (as in a code or language) in transmitting 
messages effectively. The higher the entropy factor, the more difficult it is to achieve accuracy 
between the sender and the receiver of a message. Entropy, therefore, refers in this context 
to “uncertainty” in meanings that can be resolved in the decoding phase of the reception of 
a message. The lower the randomness in the signals received, the more likely it is that the 
receiving party can interpret accurately the meanings intentionally placed into the system.

To portray the problem in simple terms, these theorists described the act of communi-
cation as a movement of information by a medium from a “source” to a “destination.” The 
source selects a desired “message” (a set of written or spoken words with related mean-
ings), which a “transmitter” “encodes” into patterned “signals” that can be sent over a 
communication channel (like a telephone wire, radio waves, or even just over the air as in 
interpersonal communication) from the transmitter to a receiver. The receiver reverses the 
process of the transmitter and decodes the patterned signals back into a message that can 
be understood (as meanings) by the “destination.”

Shannon and Weaver recognized that, in both a mechanical and semantic sense, things 
could always go wrong. Indeed, they could go wrong at virtually any point in the com-
munication process. To describe problems between source and destination, they used the 
term “noise.” Noise referred to any category of events, whether physical or behavioral that 
increased rather than decreased entropy (thereby reducing the accuracy of the message as 
understood by the destination).

They developed a simple graphic model of a communication system that explained 
their system of concepts in linear terms. In this communication system, information 
moved in a straight line from a starting point at the source through the transmitter and 
the channel to the receiver and then to the final destination. Expressed as a graphic 
representation, the Shannon and Weaver model incorporated their central concepts, as 
shown in Figure 2.1.14

Figure 2.1 Shannon and Weaver’s Model of a communication system. From The Mathematical 
Theory of Communication. Copyright 1949, 1998 by the Board of Trustees of the University of 
Illinois. Used with permission of the University of Illinois Press.
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Beginning during the 1950s, Shannon and Weaver’s central concepts—source, encod-
ing, transmitter, signal, receiver, decoding, destination, and noise—found an enthusiastic 
audience among mass communication scholars who were trying to develop the field. These 
communication theorists were less interested in Shannon and Weaver’s mathematics, or 
in the physical difficulties involved in mechanical communication systems. However, their 
linear model did seem to describe the communication process as used with mass media. 
Many variations of Shannon and Weaver’s basic linear model were developed over the 
years in attempts to conceptualize the process of mass communication.

Essentially, this early graphic description and explanation of the communication pro-
cess can be summarized in a verbally expressed set of propositions:

Shannon and Weaver’s Information Theory: A Summary
1 Human communication [including mass communication] can be conceptualized as 

beginning with a “source” or sender who selects the desired message that he or she 
wants to send to one or more other people.

2 The source makes use of a transmitter to change (encode) this message into patterned 
signals—corresponding to words and other symbols that the sender believes will 
arouse the intended meanings of the original message on the part of a destination 
person or persons.

3 The patterned signals—making up the encoded message—are transmitted by sending them 
over a channel capable of moving the signals across the intervening space to a receiver.

4 The receiver decodes the patterned signals back into a message of words or other sym-
bols that can be interpreted and understood by the destination (person or persons).

5 Various kinds of “noise,” of either a mechanical or semantic type, can limit accuracy 
by distorting the reception and interpretation of the message. Thus, “noise” in the 
process of human communication is the semantic counterpart of excessive “entropy” 
in a physical system.

The concepts of these pioneers, then, became important as “building blocks” in attempts 
to develop theories of the mass communication process and the ways in which media con-
tent influences audiences. In many ways, these early ideas are still valuable today.

A Formal Definition of Mass Communication

It was the work of the early scholars that made it possible to formulate a precise definition 
of mass communication. At first glance, a formal definition of this familiar part of our daily 
world may seem unnecessary. After all, we are already intimately familiar with movies, news-
papers, televisions, and so on. But when people use film, print, broadcasting, or computers 
to communicate with large audiences, what is actually happening? Do all the media operate 
according to the same underlying principles of communication? Are the principles underly-
ing mass communication different from those for a face-to-face conversation between two 
people? These questions are critical to understanding the nature of mass communication.

It is not easy to define mass communication in a quick and simple way because each 
medium includes its own special kinds of communicators, technologies, content, types 
of audiences, and effects. To develop a good definition of mass communication, we must 
take all these aspects into account and proceed one step at a time, describing each of the 
major features before pulling them together. In the sections that follow, we will look at 
each “stage” in the mass communication process before combining them into an overall 
basic definition. The first step is to explain how and why mass communication, at least in 
a traditional sense, is often considered a linear process.
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A Linear Process

Mass communication, with traditional print, broadcast, and film media, can be conceptu-
alized within what theorists call a basic “linear model.” We noted earlier that this was the 
way that Shannon and Weaver defined communication. What the term “linear” implies is 
that the message originates at one point and is received at another different point (or simul-
taneously at many different points) in a basic one-way process—without ongoing interac-
tion between the parties during the transmission and reception. For example, when people 
in a large audience view their favorite TV news anchor or film star in a movie, the trans-
mitted message is going only one way, and nothing is going back—at least in an immediate 
sense. In other words, there is no “simultaneous interaction” between the parties, such as 
that which takes place when two people talk face to face, on the telephone, or (in some 
situations) on the Internet.15

Limitations on Direct Role-Taking and Feedback

More specifically, in linear communication, the news anchor or actor who is serving as a 
source simply has no way of looking directly at any specific receiving individual in the audi-
ence, assessing what that person might or might not react to or understand. Consequently, 
that source cannot modify what is being said in an ongoing manner in order to increase 
understanding on the part of the receiver. Technically, this condition is described by say-
ing that in mass communication, there is limited opportunity for “role-taking,” which is 
an important part of the interpersonal communication process.

Similarly, in this form of communication, nothing is immediately sent back by the 
receiver to the source during the process. A receiver may react with facial expressions, 
bodily movements, or verbal comments. However, in traditional mass communication, 
these are all invisible to the source. Thus, there is no ongoing and immediate “feedback” as 
is the case in interpersonal communication. Thus, mass communication is often described 
as a linear process that flows one way from the source initiating the message to a multitude of 
receivers who are anonymous to the source.

It is true that after the communication has taken place, there may be delayed feed-
back in the form of later phone calls to the station, letters to the editor, assessments 
of ratings, or other research results. Or, even before the broadcast or the daily news-
paper, there may be research assessments of the nature and interests of the audience. 
But these are outside the actual communication process as it takes place between the 
professional communicator and an individual member of his or her audience receiving 
the message.

For the reasons stated above, then, a linear model has been used to describe the basics 
of the mass communication process. That formulation is in many ways an elaborate ver-
sion of the one developed in the 1940s by Harold Lasswell and the graphic model used by 
Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver. Each stage is far more complex than either of the 
earlier versions, but essentially, they include the same steps and consist of the following 
linear stages or steps that provide a formal definition.

Stages in the Mass Communication Process: A Formal Definition
1 Mass communication begins with senders who are “professional communicators” 

whose principal objective is to realize a profit. They decide on the meanings and goals of 
a message to be presented to an audience via their particular medium. (That message 
may be a news report, an advertising campaign, a movie, or some other media pres-
entation that can be expected to aid in achieving profits.)16
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2 The intended meanings are encoded by production specialists (a news team, film com-
pany, magazine staff, etc.). The encoding process includes not only the selection of 
verbal and nonverbal symbols but also the special effects that are possible with a par-
ticular medium (sound, graphics, color, etc.).

3 The message is transmitted through the use of specialized media technologies charac-
teristic of print, film, broadcasting, or digital systems to disseminate it as widely as 
possible.

4 Large and diverse (mass) audiences of individual receivers attend to the media and 
perceive the incoming messages in very selective ways.

5 Individual receivers decode—that is, construct interpretations of the message—in such 
a way that they experience subjective meanings, which are, to at least some degree, 
parallel to those intended by the professional communicators.

6 Therefore, as a result of experiencing media messages, receivers are influenced in some 
way. That is, the messages have some effect on their feelings, thoughts, or actions.

The last stage (number 6) in the definition above indicates that, as a result of interpret-
ing the meaning of the message, receivers in the audience may be changed in some way, 
in terms of their feelings, thoughts, or actions. The changes may or may not be immedi-
ately visible, and they can range from trivial to profound. Most are minor. For example, a 
person may learn some relatively inconsequential new facts from a weather report on the 
news or be amused by reading a comic strip. However, exposure to the content of mass 
communications can also change individuals in far more significant ways. Under some cir-
cumstances, it can influence their beliefs, opinions, and attitudes—altering their thinking 
about their lifestyle, a public issue, or a political party preference. Moreover, meanings 
aroused by media messages can alter people’s actions— influencing them to buy, donate, 
dress differently, give up or start smoking, vote, go on a diet, or bring about many other 
forms of behavior.

Each of the six stages described can be part of a succinct definition of mass communica-
tion. They can be brought together to form a concise definition in this way:

Mass communication is a process in which professional communicators use media 
to design and disseminate messages widely and rapidly, to arouse intended meanings 
in large, diverse, and selectively attending and interpreting audiences in attempts to 
influence them in a variety of ways.

With this rather complex definition in mind, we must ask which media really are (or are 
not) mass media. This is not an idle question because it sets boundaries on what needs to 
be studied in a course devoted to understanding mass communication and mass media.

Which Media Are Mass Media?

Is the telephone a mass medium? How about personal computers linked in a local area net-
work? Should we include rock concerts, theatrical performances, or even church services 
in our study of mass communication? After all, each of these human activities is a form of 
communication. For our purposes, whether they are mass media depends on whether they 
can carry out the process of mass communication we have just defined.

To be true to our definition, we would have to conclude that talking on the telephone is 
not really “mass” communication because the audience is not large and diverse; usually, 
there is only one person at each end of the line. Furthermore, telephone users usually are 
not “professional communicators.” The same may be true of a set of personal computers 
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linked within a given company on which individuals exchange email messages, although, 
for other uses, it may qualify. Neither does a rock concert qualify if it is a form of direct 
communication to a physically present audience only. Similarly, no situation with live per-
formers and only an in-person audience, in theaters or at sports events, is an example of 
mediated communication.

Thus, this definition is relatively rigorous. It sets definite boundaries on what is included 
and studied as a medium and process of mass communication. By definition, none of the 
activities listed above qualifies, although all of them can potentially arouse meanings and 
influence people.

By exercising the criteria in our definition, then, we can identify which media are 
commonly considered to be mass media. In a traditional sense, the major or “legacy” 
mass media are print (including books, magazines, and newspapers, whether on paper or 
online), film (principally commercial motion pictures), and broadcasting (mainly radio and 
television but also several associated forms such as cable or satellite systems, DVDs, and in 
some cases certain computer systems, such as the Internet—when used in a point-to-multi-
point manner by professional communicators to communicate linearly to large audiences).

But everything is rapidly changing. It is likely you don’t subscribe to cable and instead 
watch the latest television series or movie through Hulu, Netflix, or Amazon Prime. You 
use several social media platforms, sometimes sending a message or video to a friend, or 
perhaps for your job, you promote a brand for a company or you use social media to com-
municate to the public on behalf of a political candidate. You attend an important Zoom 
meeting in which your CEO speaks to a group of co-workers in different cities. Using your 
iPhone or iPad, you provide comments and feedback through Twitter while viewing a news 
broadcast, sports program, political debate, and so on.

As a result, scholars are debating broader or more inclusive definitions for mass com-
munication or modifying current definitions. For example, another way to define mass 
communication is “when an individual or institution uses technology to send messages to a 
large, mixed audience, most of whom are not known to the sender.”17 Some scholars, such 
as Everette Dennis, now prefer the term “mediated communication” (rather than mass 
communication), which is communication aided by sophisticated media technology that 
conquers both space and time.18 Even with newer media, however, the fact remains that 
whenever a medium is part of the communication process, accuracy is reduced due to the 
loss of at least some direct feedback and limitations on effective role-taking when com-
pared with face-to-face communication.

What Theories Are Included in This Book?

Several distinct sets or categories of theories important in the study of mass communi-
cation are explained in the chapters that follow. Some are historical; most are contem-
porary. Each theory was developed at a different time for a different purpose by people 
in different disciplines who did not always coordinate their work with that of others. The 
result is a collection of well-tested, partially tested, and newer, relatively untested tentative 
explanations of various aspects of the communication process—or of different kinds of 
influences that mass communication can have on individuals and society. Some of the the-
ories presented are broad; others are narrowly focused. Some are widely accepted; others 
are controversial. But in each case, the origins and relevant research for each theory are 
summarized in this book. In each case, a set of formal assumptions and a predictive state-
ment are set forth, where possible, that summarize what the theory is about and what it 
attempts to explain. As noted, such summaries are, by necessity, simplifications. For each, 
references are provided where the theory can be studied in greater depth.
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Finally, it is important to understand that, overall, no claim can be made that the new or 
old theories described in the chapters of this book are the final ones that will be developed 
by media scholars and researchers. As investigations into the nature of the processes and 
effects of mass communication continue, new explanations will be added, ones that now 
are seen as valid may be discredited, and others will undoubtedly undergo modification.

Questions for Discussion

1 More than one definition of mass communication was presented in this chapter. For 
example: “Mass communication is a process in which professional communicators 
use media to design and disseminate messages widely and rapidly, to arouse intended 
meanings in large, diverse, and selectively attending and interpreting audiences in 
attempts to influence them in a variety of ways.” Another way to define mass commu-
nication is “when an individual or institution uses technology to send messages to a 
large, mixed audience, most of whom are not known to the sender.”
What do these definitions have in common? How would you describe or define mass 
communication in today’s world? What definition would you construct?

2 Theory is the ultimate goal of science. Theories are developed in all sciences in order 
to understand their subject matter. So, what exactly is a theory? What are the uses and 
functions of theories? Finally, what are some of the specific goals of mass communi-
cation theory? In other words, what are some of the major reasons for constructing 
theory in mass communication? What major questions or issues are we seeking to 
address?
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3 The Scientific Method and the 
Social Construction of Reality
The Contributions of Philosophy

Sir Isaac Newton, one of the most famous physicists and mathematicians of all time, said 
it very well in a letter to a friend: “If I have seen farther [than others] it is by standing on 
the shoulders of giants.”1 That comment helps to explain how we today—in a world that 
Newton could not even remotely have imagined—are able to use the logic and methods 
of science to conduct research on an almost unlimited number of topics—and then to 
develop theories, test them through systematic observation, and apply them for practical 
purposes. It also helps to explain how we as human beings came to understand the pro-
cesses by which we each learn about the nature of the world we live in and the rules for 
relating to each other in acceptable ways. That is, because of the contributions to philoso-
phy by intellectual giants in the past, scholars, and scientists today can explain an almost 
incredible number of phenomena—including the origins, processes, and effects of mass 
communication.

From the huge and mind-boggling body of philosophical writing that has accumulated 
over more than 2,000 years, two developments stand out as critically important to the 
study of mass communication today. One is the development of the logic and methods of 
science. That development had its roots in the writings of Plato and Aristotle but acceler-
ated greatly during the 1500s. The methodology of science is now so universally useful that 
it can be applied to study virtually any subject matter that can be observed by the senses—
whether revealed by microscopes probing objects so small that they defy the imagination, 
by powerful telescopes probing the far-off reaches of the universe, or with systematic pro-
cedures that record the mass communication behavior of human beings.

The second significant contribution of philosophy to the study of the mass media is 
our current understanding of the role and importance of all forms of communication in 
human life, whether verbal, nonverbal, print, by wire, broadcast, or via computer. The sig-
nificance of human communication for human beings was not well understood for many 
centuries. Today, however, we recognize that communicating with others—in person or 
with the use of media—is the means by which each of us acquires “pictures in our heads 
of the world outside.”2

Understanding that process is a major contribution of philosophy to developing theories 
of mass communication. In ancient times, Plato explained how this takes place through 
processes of communication as we develop our personal social constructions of reality. 
Although he did not use those words, he did have that goal. Many others since his time 
have described the same basic idea in their theories of media effects. That is, people do not 
inherit at birth their personal and shared understandings of the realities of the physical 
and social worlds in which they live. They learn them in association with others through 
processes of communication—from their families, their friends, their schools, and, in more 
modern times, also from mass communications. As various chapters in this book will 
show, this is a consequence of profound importance for understanding the influences of 
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mass communication. Communication with language and visual images, then, is a uniquely 
human activity that enables us to think, remember, cope routinely with events that confront 
us, and participate in the complexities of our shared culture. At the same time, the images, 
depictions, and interpretations of reality provided to us by others—including the mass 
media—can at times be seriously flawed, leading to distorted “pictures in our heads.”

The Emergence of Philosophy

When researchers and scholars today use the intellectual tools of scientific investigation, 
they depend upon an accumulation of philosophical thought that began thousands of years 
ago. Long before the birth of Christ, intelligent individuals began to think about, debate, 
and reach conclusions concerning the nature of reality. It seems likely that debate about 
the features of nature—the earth, the sky, plants, and animals—began around campfires 
in caves when human beings first became able to speak, to develop language, and to use it 
to talk to each other.

The term “philosophy” is a combination of the classic Greek words for “love” (philos) 
and for seeking “wisdom” (sophos). It was not until writing was simplified that philoso-
phers were able to record their ideas in ways that made them available to later generations. 
The major key was the development of a simple alphabet.3 While there were many earlier 
attempts, it was not until about 500 B.C. that the Ionian Greeks agreed upon an efficient 
and standardized set of symbols representing sounds. It was a huge advance. Their alphabet 
(from alpha and beta, the first letters) was passed on to the Romans, who adapted it to their 
needs. The words on this page are formatted in the Roman alphabet—little changed from 
the one in use at the time of Julius Caesar.

It is not surprising, then, that the foundations of philosophy are almost universally 
attributed to the classic Greek scholars. By the sixth century B.C., they began the sys-
tematic investigation of both the physical and political worlds. That is, the earliest steps 
toward what was eventually to become scientific investigation were initiated during that 
time. A number of early philosophers changed their strategies for explaining things from 
stories, myths, and legends to rational and written accounts that tried to explain reality.4

The Basic Issues

As philosophers undertook to understand human existence more fully, they focused their 
attention on three very basic issues. These were questions about (1) being, about (2) know-
ing, and about (3) doing. Essentially, these three issues refer to (1) the nature of the phys-
ical world that independently exists around us, (2) the knowledge of that world that we 
somehow acquire in our human minds, and (3) the ways in which we use that knowledge 
to respond both to the physical world and to each other. As philosophy advanced, these 
issues became the center of discussion and debate.

Being: The Existence of Reality

The idea of “being” turned out to be very difficult to address. Essentially, this idea refers 
to how things actually exist and how they got there in the first place. One view advanced 
was that common objects around us are really just “fictions in our heads”—that we only 
think they are there because we are able to see, feel, taste, and smell what we assume are 
realities. An opposing view was that the trees, rivers, mountains, and all the rest are actually 
there, whether we are present or not. That is, reality has an existence that is independent of 
human experience. That may seem like a pretty abstract issue, but the early (and even later) 
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philosophers worried about it a lot. In other words, they were concerned with the nature 
of “being”—how it is that all of the physical things in the world came to have an existence 
that may or may not be independent of our ability to know them.

It was an extension of this basic question that brought into existence what we know today 
as the major physical sciences that eventually split off from the mainstream of philosophy. 
The process started early as thinkers began to notice, contemplate, and study systemati-
cally the movements of the heavenly bodies. Astronomy and its handmaiden, mathemat-
ics, were well established long before any of the other physical sciences amounted to much. 
Later, physics, chemistry, and eventually biology became pathways to knowledge about 
the existence and functions of the various physical and biological phenomena that are now 
routinely studied. Nevertheless, these physical sciences were born in philosophy, where 
their basic questions got their start.

Today, we see that the question of how things came to exist has alternative answers. 
Some religious authorities tell us that an omnipotent God created the earth and all that 
is upon it—some say a little over 4,000 years ago. That would include all the animals, 
humankind, and every aspect of the physical environment as well. Other authorities, such 
as geologists and paleontologists, have different answers. They conclude that the earth 
in its present state came slowly into being over billions of years as a result of complex 
geological transformations—and that human beings came into being as a result of a very 
long process of biological evolution from simple to complex organisms. For present pur-
poses, however, we need not choose between these competing explanations of being. We 
can accept pragmatically the philosophical premises that (1) there is a physical world out 
there and (2) that its existence is independent of us as human beings.

Knowing: Human Understanding of Reality

The question of how we come to know reality is a different matter. It also has a long his-
tory of debate and development. Today we understand the importance of human com-
munication in the process. But, in retrospect, only in relatively recent times have learning 
and knowing about reality been linked solidly and extensively to human communication. 
Throughout most of history, philosophers paid scant attention to human communication. 
They believed that each individual constructs his or her own interpretations of reality 
from direct personal experience with the real world. In other words, they concluded, people 
gain their knowledge about the physical and social world not by communicating with other 
people but by contacting it directly through sensory impressions. In that way, said those sub-
scribing to this view, our knowledge—our personal interpretations of reality—are suppos-
edly constructed by each of us, independently and without influences from other people. 
Thus, in this view, they are solely a consequence of personal experiences and perceptions. 
That focus on the individual survived through the ages and, as subsequent chapters will 
show, in some ways led to a failure to appreciate the powerful role of communication in 
human existence.

The issue of how we know began to change somewhat during the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries. The writings of Thomas Hobbes in the mid-1600s included at least some 
attention to the part played by speech in acquiring new knowledge and in remember-
ing ideas.5 Toward the end of that same century, John Locke described the relationship 
between words, the meanings we acquire for them, and how these shape our thoughts and 
our conduct.6 Yet, for the most part, philosophy remained concerned with the sensory 
basis of individual knowledge, as well as with human relationships with the supernatural. 
In other words, until more recent times, little attention was given to the process of human 
communication and its consequences.
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Doing: Responding to Reality

The third question, as to how knowledge of the things and social aspects of our world influ-
ences our conduct, also was addressed through the ages by philosophers. Many answers 
were put forth. In this case, their concerns were with both the ethical behavior of individ-
uals and with systems of government that would provide fair social conditions. Several 
branches of philosophy were developed to address a number of different issues. Some were 
devoted to religious questions and what conduct was required to meet the demands of 
sacred teachings. Others set forth the ways in which rulers and the ruled should be related 
and how leaders should be legitimately selected. Still others sought answers to the nature 
of ethical codes and just laws.

In more recent times, philosophers sought understandings of the basis of human 
behavior—that is, whether it was a product of what one inherited or what one expe-
rienced in the environment. It was with these questions that the field of psychology 
emerged during the early 1800s. Psychologists began to study conduct using methods 
that were different from, but based on, those of the scientific concerns of philosophy. 
That is, the field was developed by adapting the empirical (observational) methods of 
physical science, as opposed to depending on solely rational argumentation and logic. 
Other fields made similar changes. For example, modern economics got a powerful 
advance as an independent field with the work of Adam Smith in the late 1700s.7 Other 
branches of social and behavioral science also split from traditional philosophy to 
study various categories and aspects of human behavior. Sociology got its start early in 
the 1840s. Political science, arguably the oldest of the social sciences (and long closely 
linked with philosophy), also became an independent discipline. Anthropology devel-
oped during the 1880s. The study of doing, then—long central to philosophy—became 
the subject matter of a number of very complex and highly specialized fields. In some 
respects, however, they can all still be regarded as extensions of philosophy in that they 
are devoted to the “love of knowledge” in their focuses on their specialized subject 
matters.

The Search for Strategies for Obtaining Valid Knowledge

Within a short time after the development of an efficient alphabet, Plato (427–347 B.C.) 
would write his Republic. It remains the first and best-known complete book of philosophy 
that has survived. It was both a treatise on what he defined as a just social order and a 
commentary on human nature. In other works, such as his Theaetetus, he tried to explain 
how human beings come to know the physical world.

A second intellectual giant from classical Greece was Aristotle (384–322 B.C.). He was a 
student of Plato, and he was a prolific writer. In many ways, the beginnings of systematic 
science were advanced greatly by Aristotle. But, in other ways, he held back the develop-
ment of science for centuries. His writings included extensive analyses of the nature of 
animals, the earth, the heavenly bodies, and other aspects of reality. However, Aristotle’s 
works on logic, on how reality should be studied, on the nature of society, on the world of 
nature, and on many other topics seemed to provide all the knowledge about such topics 
that would ever be needed. He came to be called the great Authority, to whom philosophers 
turned for valid knowledge. This strategy served for centuries. Aristotle was referred to 
by scholars for over a thousand years as “The Philosopher” or “The Master” (of secular 
knowledge).

After Aristotle, the big questions that needed answers were not of this world. With 
the rise of Christianity, European philosophers turned to determining the nature and 
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characteristics of God and the ways in which humankind should behave in order to reach 
salvation. Thus, during the Middle Ages, scholars of the Church devoted their intellectual 
energies to questions of theology. A return to secular philosophy would not come until 
the beginnings of the Renaissance (which took place in Europe starting roughly from the 
fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries).

Sensory Experience as a Strategy

While Plato’s and Aristotle’s theories of reality are of more than historical interest, it is 
important to note that they, and the religious philosophers who followed them, distrusted 
sensory experience as a strategy for acquiring valid knowledge. For example, Plato claimed 
that sensory experience was untrustworthy as a strategy for obtaining valid knowledge 
because it could provide false illusions. Instead, he maintained, it was necessary to rely 
on pure reason as a source for obtaining valid knowledge. Gaining knowledge of reality 
through logic alone is a process we now call metaphysical reasoning. The term “meta” 
combined with “physics” means beyond the physical world (which human beings apprehend 
through sensory experience).

Plato illustrated the dangers of depending on unreliable sensory experience with his 
famous Allegory of the Cave. It is important to note, however, that today this same alle-
gory provides a vivid explanation of the process we now call the “social construction of 
reality.”

In The Republic, Plato asks us to visualize in our imagination a situation in which a small 
number of men participated in a curious kind of (what we would now call) an experiment:

Imagine the condition of men,” he asks us, “who had always lived deep within a sort 
of cavernous chamber underground, with an entrance open only to the light and a long 
passage all down the cave.8

Plato goes on further to ask us to imagine that these men had since early childhood 
been chained on a bench in such a way that they could see only the wall of the cave straight 
ahead.

Just behind the men chained to the bench in this imaginary situation is a high wall run-
ning down the middle of the cave. Behind the wall, there is a kind of walkway built along 
the wall several feet below the top. This walkway provides a sort of narrow track along 
which people can walk carrying various objects. The men chained on the bench below 
cannot see the people or the track because they are facing the other way. Behind the wall, 
still farther, Plato wants us to imagine, is a very bright fire whose light will be reflected on 
the opposite side of the cave, where the men can see it.

Now imagine people walking along the track, holding up figures and shapes of various 
kinds—like silhouettes of animals and men, or other shapes. They are holding them up on 
poles just above the top of the wall. Remember that there is a fire burning very brightly 
and its light can be seen glowing strongly against the opposite wall of the cave where the 
chained men are unable to see it. These conditions will result in shadows (of the objects 
held up by the people) being cast on the wall as the people move along. The chained and 
seated men can clearly see these shadows (but nothing else).

Under these conditions, the men in chains will observe a kind of phantasmagoria—a 
moving-shadow show. They will not see the people holding up the silhouettes because they 
are below the top of the wall on the other side. It is important to note that the seated men 
must use their sensory experience to observe the shadows. The question that Plato asked is 
this: How, then, do they interpret the shadows that confront them?
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Plato added sound to the show. Suppose, he said, that the people behind the wall, carrying 
the objects, talk freely. These sounds come to the men as echoes off the wall that they can 
observe so that it appears that the shadows are making the sounds. The chained men can also 
talk freely among themselves as they exchange ideas and try to understand and interpret the 
reality of what they are seeing and hearing. Thus, two senses are involved—seeing and hearing.

What is the purpose of this imaginary experiment? Plato maintained that the chained 
men would use their sensory experience to try to interpret the shadows—to construct per-
sonal knowledge—that is, meanings for the only realities that they were able to experi-
ence with their senses. He maintained that such prisoners would believe that the shadows 
were reality. Plato also believed that the men would develop, by communicating among 
themselves, shared rules for understanding them. There is little doubt, Plato maintained, 
that they would invent names for the different kinds of shadows. (These are, after all, the 
actions we all perform today in understanding our perceived realities.)

In the cave, Plato suggested, the seated men would congratulate the one with the keenest 
eye for identifying the passing shapes and the one who had the best memory for the order 
in which they passed. In fact, said Plato, they might give prizes for the one who could best 
predict what shadows would appear next in what patterns. Thus, the knowledge that they 
developed would be based solidly on their sensory experience. However, he noted, this 

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. “© Ian Suk. All rights reserved.” Although I see that at the bottom 
of the drawing, it may not be visible enough. Therefore, should that also be included with the title, 
“Plato's Allegory of the Cave”?
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would lead to a very false view of reality. Obviously, the fact that they worked out shared 
rules of interpretation indicates that, in addition to sensory experience, there was a critical 
communication basis for their interpretations—a social construction of reality, on which 
they agreed and which they shared.

But now, said Plato, let us introduce a dramatic condition. Suppose that one of the 
chained men was suddenly set free. First, he would be allowed to see the wall, the walkway, 
the people carrying the silhouettes, the fire, and the whole system by which the shadows 
had been produced. It would be explained to him that what he had been seeing (the shad-
ows) was only an illusion and what he was now experiencing was their true nature. He 
would then be taken out of the cave altogether and shown a totally different reality—the 
world of everyday life and reality in Greece at the time. He would see animals, forests, riv-
ers, buildings, and all the rest. In all likelihood, and given time, said Plato, he would come 
to recognize and understand that the new world that he was now experiencing was indeed 
the true and objective nature of reality. Thus, he would understand that his earlier sensory 
experience provided a completely unreliable and flawed view of the world.

For the final phase of the experiment, Plato went on to introduce still another dramatic 
condition. Try to predict, he said, what would take place if the man were taken back into 
the cave to be chained again in his former place. Try also, Plato asked, to anticipate what 
would happen when he tried to explain to his former companions that what they were all 
seeing was not reality at all but merely an illusionary world of no substance. He would 
explain that he had a true understanding of reality.

How would the others react? Plato was convinced that they would laugh at him and reject his 
explanations as the ravings of a madman. Their response would be like ours if a person claimed 
he had been abducted by alien beings and transported to another world where he was shown a 
totally new reality. But Plato said that if the man made such claims, and then attempted to set 
his companions free to experience the new reality he had found, they might kill him.

Metaphysical Reasoning as a Strategy

Rejecting sensory experience as the sole basis of knowing reality and relying on reasoning 
alone turned out to be a fundamental mistake on the part of Plato. That mistake would long 
haunt and mislead those seeking valid knowledge who came after him. Indeed, that mis-
take would not be corrected for nearly two thousand years. Specifically, it would delay the 
recognition of sensory experience as the basis of scientific observation until the mid-1500s.

While Plato showed that sensory experiences can create illusions, it is not difficult to 
illustrate how a total dependence on pure logic, devoid of checks against the facts through 
empirical observation—based on sensory experience—can lead also to totally false con-
clusions. In fact, Xeno, a fifth-century B.C. Greek philosopher who preceded Plato was 
skeptical of pure logic. He provided a wonderful example of how misleading it can be to 
rely solely on logic:

Imagine, Xeno proposed, a race between a human being and an animal.9 To represent 
the human being, he chose the mythical Achilles, a swift runner. To illustrate the ani-
mal, he selected a tortoise. To be fair, said Xeno, the tortoise moves slowly, so in a race 
it should have a considerable head start. Therefore, let the tortoise begin at a point 
well down on the race track. Then, with all parties ready, the race was to begin when 
an arrow was shot into the air.

The issue at stake here is not who will win. It is obvious that Achilles can run much faster, 
so he would cross the finish line long before the tortoise. The real issue to be settled by 
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pure logic is at what point will Achilles overtake the tortoise? How can that be determined? 
Let us try, said Xeno, to answer that question through the use of pure logic. He posed his 
argument in the following way.

To begin with, once the race has begun, it is perfectly obvious that Achilles will quickly 
run up to the point where the tortoise started. Again, obviously, the tortoise will have 
already moved down the race track a short distance by the time Achilles gets to that point. 
Achilles will then run on. But, while he is doing this, the tortoise (logically) will have 
already moved ahead a bit. Achilles will again close that gap—only to find that the tor-
toise has moved on a bit more.

Achilles tries, again and again, said Xeno, with the same result. Every time that Achilles 
closes the gap between his position and where the tortoise was, he still has a bit farther 
to go because the tortoise has forged on ahead. The distances get smaller and smaller, 
to be sure, but the logical principle does not change. With this reasoning, Achilles will 
never overtake the tortoise. Every time he tries, the tortoise will always have gone a bit  
more.

Xeno’s “paradox”—as such examples are called—illustrates dramatically a serious lim-
itation of relying solely on logic to seek the truth. He illustrated how it can lead to absurd 
conclusions. Today, of course, we have a clear understanding of the mathematical rela-
tionships between time, rate, and distance. Such relationships were worked out long ago 
through processes of empirical observation. That led to the development of the necessary 
algebra, and the exact point and time at which Achilles would overtake the tortoise could 
be accurately calculated. Indeed, school children perform similar calculations in a math 
class.

In spite of such difficulties, metaphysical reasoning remained the way in which phi-
losophers sought valid knowledge for many centuries. It was Aristotle, the Master, who 
perfected a system of logical reasoning that seemed unassailable. His use of the syllogism 
seemed so perfectly designed as a way to seek the truth that it was not challenged until the 
sixteenth century.

A syllogism is a structure of formal logic—a series of related statements that yield a 
formal “therefore” conclusion. In its most basic form, it consists of two (or sometimes 
more) statements that are “premises” (these are truths that are “given”—that is, taken 
as true) and then a conclusion that can be logically drawn from them, which establishes 
a new “truth.” For example, suppose one wanted to decide whether whales are fish or 
animals. A very simple example of a syllogism using logic to provide a valid answer 
would be this:

All creatures that breathe air are animals. (true premise 1)
Whales are creatures that breathe air. (true premise 2)
Therefore, whales are animals, not fish. (the new truth)

While this example is an elementary one, it shows the basic structure of such reason-
ing. If the two premises are correct or assumed to be correct, the “therefore” conclusion, 
deduced logically, can also be regarded as correct. The syllogism was expanded over the 
centuries into many complex forms that seemed at the time to provide totally valid answers 
to questions, logically derived—particularly about the supernatural but also about nature. 
Clearly, it seemed, there was no need to go out and depend on sensory impressions to make 
empirical observations to obtain valid knowledge. Plato had shown how that could lead to 
illusions and false knowledge. Moreover, Aristotle, The Master, had already provided all 
that was needed to be known about natural phenomena!
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Hundreds of years later, formal logic was still the only recognized strategy for reach-
ing the truth. For example, St. Thomas Aquinas (1226–1274), the great religious philoso-
pher, used both metaphysical reasoning based on complex syllogisms and revelations of 
the Christian faith to reach conclusions. His reasoning, he believed, not only proved the 
existence of God—a task often undertaken by religious philosophers—but also provided 
proof that many angels could occupy the same space at the same time.10 This issue has in 
modern times been described, with tongue in cheek, as a search for an answer to the burn-
ing question of how many angels can dance on the head of a pin?

While such a question may seem odd today, during the thirteenth century, such religious 
issues were at the forefront of philosophy. No attention was given to science or the search 
for further understandings of nature. There was no scientific investigation as we think of it 
today because the logic and methods of that approach to knowledge had not yet been devel-
oped. The Philosopher (Aristotle) had supplied all of the answers about nature that were 
needed. Thus, for nearly two thousand years, strategies for reaching truth had changed little.

The Modern Philosophy of Science Develops

It was during the Renaissance that philosophy began to look beyond its preoccupation with 
religious questions. In particular, during the 1600s, new modes of developing knowledge 
about nature were being advanced. In many ways, the scientific revolution, based on the-
ories derived from empirical observation, began a bit earlier—in astronomy. Copernicus 
(1473–1543) advanced the revolutionary idea that the earth rotated about the sun rather than 
the reverse. A century later, Galileo got himself into big trouble with the authorities of the 
Church for teaching his students, at the University of Padua, that his observations (made 
through a telescope that he had built) seemed to verify the Copernican theory. Moreover, 
his empirical (sensory) observations had led to his discovery of more than seven planets—
an idea not accepted by religious authorities at the time. He also saw satellites circling 
Jupiter. The conclusion that there were more than seven planets was easily knocked down 
by his contemporary Francesco Sizi, who used superior logic to show that Galileo was 
mistaken. Here is his proof:

There are seven windows in the head, two nostrils, two ears, two eyes and a mouth; 
so in the heavens there are two favorable stars, two unpropitious, two luminaries and 
Mercury alone undecided and indifferent. Since [many other phenomena of nature 
come in sevens] we gather that the number of planets is seven.11

Galileo was tried for heresy by the Church for making his claims, and he almost lost his 
life. He was forced to renounce his theories and live under house arrest for the remainder 
of his days.

Francis Bacon and the Inductive Strategy

Early in the 1600s, a drastic change took place: Francis Bacon (1561–1626), one of the most 
dramatic figures in philosophy of all time, proposed a radically different approach to the 
discovery of new knowledge. Imagine this: If a serious scholar today announced that all 
knowledge about nature that had been accumulated in the preceding two thousand years is 
unreliable and worthless, how would his peers react? Furthermore, imagine the reaction 
of those peers if that same individual claimed that only through using a different method of 
study (developed by himself or herself) would it be possible to obtain valid knowledge in 
the future. There is little doubt that he would be scorned and ridiculed.
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Remarkably, however, that was what Francis Bacon announced to the world in 1620. 
He described a new approach to scientific investigation making use of exhaustive inductive 
reasoning based solidly on extensive empirical observations (obtained through the senses). 
That idea boldly challenged metaphysical logic as a route to valid knowledge—and the 
accumulated works of virtually every philosopher since Plato. Many of his contemporar-
ies were aghast.

Although Bacon’s archaic sentence structure is not easy to understand today, the fol-
lowing passage from his Great Instauration (his new plan for conducting scientific inves-
tigation) reveals what he had in mind.12 Essentially, he is saying that hasty and casual 
observation leads to flawed understandings of whatever is being studied. That is, reaching 
conclusions from a quick examination of an event, object, or situation, or by examining 
only a few cases, is likely to produce knowledge that is not valid:

But as the mind hastily and without choice, imbibes and treasures up the first notices 
of things, from whence all the rest proceed, errors must forever prevail, and remain 
uncorrected, either by the natural powers of the understanding or the assistance of 
logic; for the original notions being visited, confused and inconsiderately taken from 
things, and the secondary ones formed no less rashly, the thing employed in all our 
researches is not well put together nor justly formed, but resembles a magnificent 
structure that has no foundation.

Going on, Bacon rejected the idea of accepting the views of authorities of the past—such 
as the knowledge about nature that had been developed by Aristotle—and that later gen-
erations had accepted without checking for accuracy. Putting it bluntly, he categorically 
dismissed as worthless all previous knowledge in the sciences that “proceeds from the 
assurances of only a few and the sloth and ignorance of many.”13

Instead, he advocated that scientific knowledge be developed through a process of 
patient, extensive, and exhaustive empirical observation. The way to go, he maintained, 
was to observe every identifiable aspect of one’s subject matter thoroughly and painstak-
ingly so that all of its characteristics are well understood. Then, and only then, would it 
be possible to develop more general ideas and statements describing the characteristics or 
behavior of each aspect. Every feature and detail should be studied in the same careful and 
complete way through painstaking observation—repeating the process until all aspects 
of the phenomenon had been fully observed. Only that, he maintained, would permit the 
investigator to develop statements of how those aspects were related to one another.

Today we would say that Bacon’s procedure of exhaustive induction, based on exten-
sive empirical observation, would enable concepts to be formed to label the separate iden-
tifiable characteristics of whatever is under study. This is the first stage in an inductive 
process—working from observed facts to form clear definitions of concepts. Once these 
concepts have been identified, named, and clarified, then they can be brought together into 
generalized relationships.

To give a simple example from today’s mass communication research, imagine certain 
members of an audience are continuously observed to view a particular type of televi-
sion programming—say news about politics (a concept). As the first stage in an inductive 
strategy, they could be said to have a preference for that type of content (another concept). 
If, furthermore, those who consistently selected that type of content were often college 
graduates, then level of education (still another concept) could also be identified as a char-
acteristic of one segment of that viewing audience. After intensive observation of these 
characteristics, a generalization could be inductively formed, bringing these several con-
cepts together. It would be something like this: college graduates have a clear preference 
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for political news programming. Forming such a generalization is the second stage in the 
induction process.

Following that, other categories could be observed carefully to see what type of program-
ming they preferred. Undoubtedly, extensive observation would reveal that children prefer 
cartoons, and different age groups prefer to use different social media platforms, and so on 
through a number of conceptualized audience characteristics and programming types.

Eventually, with a number of such generalizations linking specific audience character-
istics with particular viewing preferences, a third stage in the induction process could be 
undertaken. The goal here would be to develop even more general statements that seem 
to bring together even more abstract concepts and relationships. For example, one could 
induce a statement to the effect that audience members of different personal and social char-
acteristics tend to select distinctive patterns of media content as their viewing preferences.

What we have here is one of the basic propositions of a mass communication theory. 
The selective and limited influences theory will be explained in Chapter 10. The actual the-
ory is more complex than just this one proposition, but the example illustrates the kind of 
inductive process that Bacon was advocating—moving from observed facts to increasingly 
general and abstract statements of concepts and their relationships that describe what is 
going on. Clearly, this inductive procedure for generating knowledge was totally different 
from forming a conclusion solely through the exercise of formal metaphysical logic or by 
accepting a conclusion because it had been pronounced by some earlier authority.

Bacon’s contribution, then—viewed within the context of the development of a univer-
sally applicable methodology for scientific investigation—was that induction is used to 
develop formal theories. As noted in Chapter 2, initial research is undertaken to gain a 
clear idea of the main factors (concepts) that are present in some set of events, objects, or 
situations that are selected for study. Such research is often largely descriptive. That is, 
no particular hypotheses are at stake, and a theory is yet to be developed. After exten-
sive observation, generalizations can be formed inductively to describe the relationships 
between concepts that have been developed through empirical observation.

When these concepts and relationships have been thoroughly investigated and their 
relationships brought together into a set of formal statements, a theory has become availa-
ble. Presumably, that theory provides a description and an (as yet unverified) explanation of 
the events, objects, or situations that have been observed in reality. It lays out propositions 
relating the concepts in such a way that, taken as a whole, they appear to explain why the 
phenomena behave as they do.

But in Chapter 2, the discussion of the nature and uses of theory went on to maintain that 
it was necessary to see if the predictions and explanations of the inductively derived theory 
were consistent with the facts. That was said to require a different strategy—research con-
ducted not for theory development but for theory assessment. In fact, today, we regard that 
second process as essential. Francis Bacon, however, did not provide answers as to how 
that could be accomplished. He developed the inductive logic of science but stopped there. 
It would be the task of others who followed to lay out the deductive steps that are necessary 
for testing a theory—deriving statements of relationship (hypotheses) that provide guide-
lines as to what one should observe in the real world—if the theory is correct.

In spite of Bacon’s focus only on inductive theory development, his was a monumen-
tal accomplishment. He almost single-handedly discredited two thousand years of pro-
cedures for generating valid knowledge through the use of metaphysical reasoning alone. 
He also called into question the entire body of scientific knowledge that had been handed 
down and followed since Aristotle. He is truly one of those giants on whose shoulders we 
stand today when we undertake research and theory development on the processes and 
effects of mass communication.
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Rene Descartes and the Deductive Strategy

Living during the same general period as Bacon, Rene Descartes (1596–1650) is another 
towering intellectual figure whose contributions to the development of the scientific method 
cannot be overstated. His writings in philosophy, mathematics, and science were numer-
ous, but, for present purposes, it was his criterion for truth, which was based on a deductive 
method, that provided a second foundation for the logic of modern science. His focus on 
the deductive strategy of theory building and testing proved to be essential to all branches 
of science, whether they deal with physical, biological, or behavioral subject matters.

Essentially, Descartes’ idea was that in seeking verified knowledge one begins with very 
basic definitions and assumptions—called axioms or postulates. These are “propositions” 
(statements) that are assumed to be true (at least temporarily). His most famous axiom, 
with which he began much of his deductive reasoning, was the legendary cogito, ergo sum. 
This was a fundamental assumption in his philosophy from which much of his thinking 
proceeded. How is it, he asked, that I can know anything? How do I determine if I am only 
experiencing the world through dreams? His answer was the assumption that, even though 
he could doubt everything else, he could not doubt his own existence. That is, he assumed 
cogito, ergo sum: I am able to think; therefore, I exist (in the real world and not just in 
dreams).

Descartes believed that physical reality could be studied through the precision of deduc-
tive mathematics—using a system of reasoning developed originally by Euclid. Starting 
with axioms (assumed to be true), consequences were systematically derived, bringing 
each step closer to what could be observed. Thus, even though he accepted the idea (as had 
Plato and many others) that the senses could deceive, it was through deductive logic that one 
arrived at and defined what could properly become the object of empirical investigation.

Consistent with his concerns with knowing physical reality, Descartes developed his 
deductive approach to knowledge by focusing on such concepts as motion, quantity, sub-
stance, and what physicists could observe in the “visible world.” It was in that context, 
therefore, that his deductive method as a means of achieving truth was set forth:

I openly state that the only matter that I recognize in corporeal things is that which 
is subject to every sort of division, shape and movement—what geometers call quan-
tity and take as the object of their demonstrations. Moreover, I consider nothing in 
quantity apart from these divisions, shapes and movements; and I admit that nothing 
is true of them that is not deduced, with the clarity of mathematical demonstration, 
from common notions whose truth we cannot doubt. Because all the phenomena of 
nature can be explained in this way, I think that no other principles of physics need be 
admitted, nor are to be desired.14

Note that the major ideas that show up in the above quotation are axioms (“common 
notions whose truth we cannot doubt”): quantity (stressing the importance of measure-
ment), deduction (in this case, using the logic of mathematics), and explanation (by pro-
ceeding deductively from the general to the specific). These are all important features of 
the scientific method today.

The Development of the Sciences

From the time of Bacon and Descartes and on to the present, virtually all branches of 
science accelerated in their development at an ever-increasing pace. In the 1700s, great 
discoveries were made in astronomy, chemistry, physics, and the study of the human body. 
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The 1800s saw an increasing pace of further developments, including the birth of the 
social sciences—anthropology, economics, psychology, sociology, and many other fields 
of inquiry. In the twentieth century, science soared to new heights—even to the moon 
and beyond. By the twenty-first century, science was a complex structure of fields and 
specialties using inductive/deductive theory building to accumulate knowledge on almost 
every conceivable subject. In other words, underlying all these endeavors was the increas-
ing ability of scholars, researchers, and other investigators to conduct empirical research, 
to develop explanatory theories, and to test them through observation.

The process of explanation in some of the sciences was different from the models 
advanced by Bacon and Descartes. Not all forms of explanation today are based on the 
inductive-deductive-empirical observation approach as this was expressed in the ideas of 
Bacon and Descartes. However, the use of induction to form theories and deduction, from 
basic propositions assumed to be true, to test their validity has survived as an important 
model for scientific explanation.

Ernest Nagle, a respected contemporary philosopher of science, notes that three other 
types of explanations are widely found in the sciences today.15 One is probabilistic explana-
tions, which often have the same propositional structure as the inductive/deductive type, 
with basic assumptions derived from research and deduced hypotheses used to assess their 
validity. However, the statements or propositions in a probabilistic theory are expressed 
as tendencies rather than as immutable laws. This is the strategy that is used widely in the 
social sciences—and in the study of mass communication. Another type is “functional” 
(teleological) explanations, which accounts for the behavior of some phenomenon in terms 
of its contribution to a larger system. Finally, genetic explanation has long been popular. 
For example, this has been widely used by those who seek to explain various forms of 
human conduct as inevitable (or at least highly probable) because of what one has inher-
ited as part of one’s genes.

The Probabilistic Strategy

The most widely used strategy for theory assessment today is undoubtedly what became 
known as probabilistic explanations. As noted, this procedure, based on statistical prem-
ises and deductions, is common in fields where the phenomena under study behave in less 
than rigidly predictable and precise ways. The inductive and deductive strategies brought 
into science by Bacon and Descartes play a clear role in this strategy. Immutable relation-
ships between concepts are not essential if they are characterized by clear and discoverable 
“regularities”—that is, when they are reasonably predictable in their action.

Thus, the postulates, or basic assumptions in a probabilistic theory, express relation-
ships between concepts as regularities that have some exceptions rather than as unvarying 
correspondences. This is an adaptation of the inductive/deductive strategies. For example, 
a statement in such a probabilistic explanation might read: “the majority of those who use 
Instagram and Snapchat are between the ages of 18-29.” Statements of this type express 
regularities, but they allow for exceptions for those cases that violate the rule. In other 
words, the relationship is still there, even if some exceptions exist.

This approach to an explanation based on tendency statements depends on the field of 
statistics, which developed separately from philosophy but became a central part of the 
scientific method during the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries. Most of the theories 
of mass communication discussed in this book are of this type. That is, they state basic 
probabilistic assumptions induced from a body of empirical research or other systematic 
observation. Their formal statements provide both a summary description of what factors 
have what consequences, and they offer a guide as to what aspects of the process or effects 
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of mass communication need to be observed to verify the explanation. Other types of 
theories—derived from ideologies, such as the teachings of Karl Marx, are also discussed 
in this book. These are not based on empirical observation leading to inductive theory 
building or verified by deductive theory testing through empirical studies. Their “basic 
truths” are accepted a priori—as valid, with no need for a body of inductive investigations 
from which to derive them and no need to be verified by research.

In overview, then, an incalculable debt is owed to philosophy by all fields of study that 
make use of the scientific method. That is also true of the study of the process and effects 
of mass communication. The tools for advancing knowledge in the field of mass commu-
nication today—the methodology of scientific research and the philosophy of scientific 
explanation—have been derived from the intellectual contributions made by a long list of 
remarkable writers over more than two thousand years. As today’s media scholars conduct 
research and attempt to formulate theories that explain the process and effects of mass 
communication, they truly are standing on the shoulders of, not just a few, but a virtual 
army of intellectual giants.

How People Come to Know Reality

A second major contribution made by philosophy concerns not how we should best go 
about studying the phenomena of nature but from what sources we as individuals develop 
the body of understandings, beliefs, and convictions that provide us with guides to our 
personal conduct. That is, from what sources do we come to know our world—to develop 
what Walter Lippmann, a philosopher and journalist of the early twentieth century, called 
the “pictures in our heads of the world outside”?16

This issue is, of course, the ancient problem of knowing that was so dramatically 
addressed by Plato. It focuses on the process of how we grasp, subjectively in our minds, 
the objective world of reality in which we live. It is a critical question because it has been 
understood for centuries that doing—our actual conduct in the world toward physical 
reality and toward other people—is based solidly on those subjective understandings. 
People do not shape their actions on the basis of reality. They do so on the basis of what 
they believe reality to be. Those beliefs, the philosophers understood, could be accurate 
representations of reality or only illusions. For two thousand years, philosophers sought 
to understand this issue by examining the nature and reliability of peoples’ perceptions and 
their sense impressions as the link between being, knowing, and doing. Recall that Plato, in 
his allegory of the cave, made a forceful argument against depending on sense impressions 
as a means of knowing reality because that could lead to false illusions.

One thing that held back the philosophers in coming to grips with this issue before 
modern times was their individualistic focus. They analyzed the relationship between being 
and knowing within a framework of the individual—who developed knowledge only by 
personally seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, and so on. They did not fully consider as a 
source of knowledge the beliefs shared and communicated to the person by others in the 
groups and society in which that individual lived. Today, we understand fully that people 
develop a great part of their knowledge of the world of reality not by personally experienc-
ing it with their senses but by communicating about it with other people.

The Part Played by Other People

It is commonplace knowledge now that many of the lessons we learn are not products of 
individual sensory impressions of things in reality. They are lessons derived from what 
other people tell us. For example, as children, most of us learned to fear snakes and spiders. 
Others—parents, peers, and friends—taught us how awful and dangerous such creatures 
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are and how they should be avoided at all costs. The fact is that, among the thousands of 
species of snakes and spiders that live among us, only a handful pose any danger—and 
these are not often encountered in ordinary life. The rest are just harmless little creatures 
trying to get along. Nevertheless, many peoples’ reactions on seeing one is close to panic. 
What this means is that our knowledge of such creatures was socially constructed in the 
process of language exchanges with other people.17

This is a very important principle, and the social process of communication is now 
recognized as a fundamental way in which we construct our personal understandings of 
the physical and social world. In particular, in terms of the objectives of this book, rec-
ognizing that most of our knowledge is socially constructed, and is not solely a product 
of sensory experience, has truly important implications for the study of the process and 
effects of mass communication.

But when did this social construction principle become a part of the accumulated 
knowledge about the nature of human nature? It was not until the end of the nineteenth 
century. By that time, the social sciences had split off from the main body of philosophy 
and were attempting to understand the psychological, sociological, and cultural nature of 
humankind. An individual who provided an important foundation for understanding the 
role of communication in the development of our knowledge about the social world was 
Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929).

Cooley developed an interpretation of the nature of social relationships that is called 
“symbolic interaction.”18 His idea was that each person in communication with others devel-
ops an internal “image” (picture in his or her head) about each individual with whom he or 
she associates. Relating to others in society is done through these “images,” rather than on 
the basis of detailed actual knowledge about the true characteristics of those individuals—
which we can never fully grasp. Furthermore, each person constructs his or her own 
“self image”—a subjective understanding of his or her own personal attributes and quali-
ties. This can only be done by assessing the reactions of other people to one’s conduct. The 
individual sees approval or disapproval, acceptance or rejection, admiration or disdain in 
the responses of others. Thus, the behavior of others toward the individual serves as a kind 
of mirror from which he or she can see his or her own qualities reflected. From this, each 
of us constructs a “looking glass self” by interpreting how other people see us. Cooley also 
discussed at length the role of “modern communication” (with media) in these processes.

When this image-construction process is looked at within the perspective of traditional phi-
losophy, Cooley’s interpretations provide interesting answers to the ancient questions of being, 
knowing, and doing. They do so within the context of interpersonal interaction and society. But 
the important point is that “reality” (the nature of other people and of ourselves) is constructed 
through a process of symbolic interaction (language and mediated exchanges with others).

What is relevant in tracing this contribution of philosophy (and its extensions, such as 
symbolic interaction) to understanding the social sources of knowledge is that in the mod-
ern world, the mass media are critically important as a part of people’s communication activ-
ities in everyday life. Print, film, broadcasting, and social media systems have developed an 
overwhelming presence that plays a central role in urban-industrial societies, such as the 
United States. They are a central part of our economy, our political process, recreational 
patterns, and the manner in which we instruct our young. On average, Americans spend as 
much time with their media as they do any other single activity—except possibly sleeping! 
It may be no exaggeration to say that the mass media now command more of our time than 
such traditional institutions as the church or even the school.19

Given this level of usage, then, it is very important to develop explanations of ways in 
which these media have an influence on our lives, both as individuals and as a society. As 
suggested, they have grown in importance all during the twentieth century, and it appears 
that in the twenty-first century, their scope and influence are even greater. For that reason, 
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the development of systematic explanations of various aspects of the process and effects of 
mass communication is an essential task.

Mass Communication and Depictions of Reality

Human communication—the source of many of our constructions of reality—has become 
a global mediated exchange of massive amounts of information that makes use of incredible 
technologies that instantly conquer space and time. Millions, even billions, of individuals 
share in these exchanges to a greater or lesser degree every day. The media bring to each of 
us a daily tidal wave of depictions of reality, explanations of the physical and social world, 
and models, good or bad, of how people behave or are expected to behave. In addition, these 
provide “collateral instruction”—unintended lessons in the content of media-presented 
news and entertainment that shape audiences’ social construction of reality. Media content, 
then, shapes not only the ideas, thoughts, beliefs, and convictions of individuals but also the 
shared interpretations that make up the normative beliefs of the society.

There is little control over these collateral lessons. They may depict physical reality 
accurately or in totally unrealistic terms; they may provide knowledge that is critically 
important, or it may be totally flawed and trivially absurd. They may present the rules 
of conduct in an ethical manner or in despicable ways. But the fact is that the media are 
teachers providing intended and unintended instruction on being, knowing, and doing as 
they seek to entertain and to present news.

The Media as Teachers of Incidental Lessons

Our modern mass media provide us with information and guidance about the world in 
which we live. At the same time, their audiences experience “incidental” learning. That is, 
the producers of the content of mass communication are not always deliberately attempt-
ing to educate us. Their purpose is to make money. On the other hand, as we seek out and 
attend to the kinds of news and media content we like, we do not usually do so to receive 
guidance about cultural uplift or moral conduct. We probably just want to be entertained 
or get some information that we think we need. Nevertheless, the lessons are there, and 
we attend to them and unwittingly learn perhaps more enthusiastically than we do to our 
mothers’ advice or to lectures we may receive in a classroom.

Thus, the mass media today have become truly significant instructors. They offer at least 
as much information about the nature of things and act as models of how people should 
behave in social relationships, as do churches, schools, family, and peers. That is not to 
say that what they teach us is always planned, deliberate, correct, ethical, or particularly 
useful. Nevertheless, as we watch television or go to the movies, read news online or on 
our phones, or connect through social media, lessons are thrust at us, and we absorb them, 
even without realizing that a teacher-student relationship exists.

A classic example of the ways in which mass communication can serve as a source 
for the social construction of reality is the part played by radio in October 1938, when 
Orson Welles—a well-known radio personality and film star of the time—broadcasted 
a play depicting an “invasion from Mars.” It was intended as a Halloween spoof, and it 
was clearly identified as a play in newspapers and during the broadcast. However, he pro-
duced the play in a “special news bulletin” format. Many people who tuned in late became 
convinced that the Earth was indeed being invaded by sinister and ruthless Martians, and 
they began to take what they thought was the appropriate action. They could have checked 
with a simple telephone call or even by changing to another station. About one million 
Americans failed to do so and engaged in what was essentially panic behavior.
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Such a situation is by no means rare. Both radio and television have for decades served as 
sources for the social construction of reality for many people in their audiences. Producers 
of soap operas, both earlier when they were on radio and later on television, reported 
audience behavior revealing that some listeners or viewers had a difficult time separating 
fantasy from reality. For example, when a character in such a show died, large numbers of 
sympathy cards were received by the network or even by the local station. When a charac-
ter in the show was depicted as pregnant, baby gifts arrived, and so on.

Similarly, a movie designed as fictional entertainment can be interpreted by many as a true 
depiction of reality and used as a guide to behavior. For example, in 1999, a movie called The 
Blair Witch Project was released and shown in theaters around the country.20 It was a story 
about three film students who were producing a documentary about an eighteenth-century 
witch. The entire film was fiction. However, in the story, the three students disappear and 
are never found. Soon, local authorities in the small town in which the story was filmed 
(Burkittsville, Maryland) were plagued by visitors and phone calls from people who 
believed the story was true. Many wanted to know if the missing students had been found. 
Again, many people in the audience were unable to separate mediated fantasy from fact.

News presentations can also result in flawed social constructions of reality. For exam-
ple, during the pandemic of 2020–2021, the news media were a factor in the way people 
viewed the pandemic. For example, many viewers of certain conservative news programs 
believed claims that the pandemic was a hoax. Physicians and nurses reported that even 
some patients who were hospitalized and seriously ill with the COVID-19 virus still insisted 
it was a fake virus that hospitals were using to make money.21

It is clear, then, that the mass media play an important part in the process of “knowing” 
by which people in modern societies create personal or shared meanings (pictures in their 
heads) for events, objects, and situations through communication that they encounter in their 
environment. Those understanding may be correct or deeply flawed. The social construction 
of reality, therefore, is a process based not only on the interpersonal exchanges people have 
with each other but also on their exposure to print, broadcasting, film, and Internet content.

 During and after the 2020 presidential election, many people believed the election had been “stolen” 
from Donald Trump due to widespread voter fraud, a social construction of reality resulting from 
misinformation on conservative news broadcasts and social media.
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In summary, philosophy has provided us with a set of remarkable intellectual tools for 
developing understanding and explanation—the scientific method. The field also has pro-
vided us with insights (derived from that method) about how communication, including 
mass communication, may serve as a source for developing beliefs and interpretations 
(right or wrong) of reality, which can have profound influences on our behavior.

The Social Construction of Reality Theory: A Summary

Using the scientific approach outlined above, insights about the influence of communica-
tion on “the meanings in our heads” can be stated in a relatively simple and tentative the-
ory. It can be expressed in the form of a probabilistic explanation that incorporates both 
an inductive and deductive strategy. It explains how the personal convictions that people 
have about the physical world, their society, and themselves, or about what is false or 
realistic, important or unimportant, are derived through their participation in language—
much of which takes place today via mass media.

Knowing reality, in this sense, then, for the individual, and by extension for a society, is 
socially constructed through a process of interpersonal and mass communication. Stated as a 
set of systematic and related propositions, the theory can be summarized in the following 
form:

1 All human beings require understanding of the world in which they live and to which 
they must adapt in order to survive on a daily basis.

2 To provide food, shelter, and protection, and to perpetuate the species, human beings 
have always been communicating creatures—at first using only nonverbal signs and 
signals to coordinate activities in families and in small communities.

3 Language became a part of human existence when evolutionary changes to the human 
body made possible the control of sound with the vocal cords and the storing of com-
plex meanings in a larger brain.

4 With words available, features of the environment with which people had to deal 
could be given names, with associated conventions of internally aroused meanings, 
permitting standardization of interpretations of phenomena, stabilizing the meanings 
attached to all the aspects of reality with which people had to deal.

5 In modern times, media, including mass media, play a part in developing the mean-
ings individuals acquire for events, situations, and objects in the human environment 
through their depictions and representations in entertainment and other content.

6 Therefore, the meanings—either personal and private, or the culturally shared inter-
pretations—of any aspect of reality to which people must adjust are developed in the 
process of communication, indicating that reality, in the sense of individual interpre-
tations or a consensus of shared meanings people attach to objects, actions, events, 
and situations, are socially constructed.

In many respects, this fundamental theory, obtained from a combination of ancient and 
modern philosophies and from contemporary behavioral science, provides an important 
foundation on which at least some explanations of the process and influences of mass 
communication can be developed. People acquire conceptions of their physical and social 
world from others through a process of social interaction. They use language to access 
ideas obtained from various sources in their society to develop pictures in their heads—
meanings that serve as their guides as to how they should behave. Earlier, we obtained 
such information solely through parents or others in the small bands or villages in which 
we lived. Today, however, the social construction of reality is a process that also takes 
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place when media offer information from which people can develop conceptions, beliefs, 
expectations, and attitudes about what their physical and social world is like and how they 
should behave toward it.

As additional theories—including contributions from more modern branches of philos-
ophy (i.e., the social sciences)—are discussed, they too will offer fundamental explanations 
that will provide additional bricks for the foundation on which theories of mass commu-
nication are built. As new mass communication theories are developed, however, let us be 
aware of the difficulties ahead. It is very clear that the study of the process and effects of 
mass communication is a relatively new field. This is because the media as we know them 
now are of recent origin. Moreover, during that time, they have continued to change, often 
rapidly. These facts pose clear difficulties for those who seek to develop valid theories of 
how the media function and how they influence us both individually and collectively. It 
remains clear, however, that one pathway to developing valid and reliable knowledge is to 
continue to make use of the scientific method and the theory-building strategies that have 
so greatly benefitted all disciplines.

Questions for Discussion

1 Other than science, what are some of the ways by which people try to make valid 
conclusions or decisions? Why, and when, is science considered to be a more reliable 
means for making valid conclusions?

2 There are many situations today, based partly on media reports, that have led peo-
ple to construct very different social realities. For example, a significant number of 
people believe that there was considerable voter fraud during the 2020 presidential 
election, even when election officials claimed the election was valid. What other situa-
tions can you recall in which people developed significantly different constructions of 
social reality about an issue? What factors contribute to an individual’s construction 
of reality?
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4 Public Opinion as Shaped by the Press
The Contribution of Political Science

The study of political affairs is, arguably, one of the oldest intellectual concerns among 
the many fields of specialized knowledge that are pursued today by scholars and research-
ers. Political theorists began teaching the principles of good government from very early 
times—centuries before the birth of Christ. Almost as soon as efficient writing was devel-
oped, they started recording their ideas about politics. Not long after a standard alpha-
bet came into wide use in Greece (about 500 B.C.), philosophers such as Plato (427–347 
B.C.) had developed relatively elaborate ideas about the nature of government. As noted 
in Chapter 3, his Republic, which sets forth his views about the nature of justice and how 
rulers should be selected, is the oldest book on political philosophy to survive.

As explained earlier, the Greek alphabet was passed on to the Romans, who refined it 
into virtually the same letters we use today. Thus, even in ancient times, philosophers had 
prepared elaborate analyses of government systems and the relationship between rulers 
and the ruled. These remarkable thinkers gave us many of the political terms and concepts 
that we continue to use today—such as politics, republic, citizen, democracy, senate, tyr-
anny, and dozens more.

From Political Philosophy to Political Science

The study and analysis of systems of government continued for more than two thousand 
years. Dozens of philosophers made contributions to human understanding of political 
systems and their consequences for individual and social life. Meanwhile, as discussed 
in Chapter 3, other philosophers had developed the logic and procedures of science that 
became so important in the study of the physical world. These developments were an exten-
sion of the ancient quests to understand the three basic questions with which philosophy 
began: 1) What is the nature of the world of reality, out there beyond our bodies (the study 
of “being”)? 2) How do we come to comprehend that world within our minds (the study of 
“knowing”)? 3) How should we act toward that world—and especially toward each other—to 
ensure a just human existence (the study of “doing”)?

The early thinkers tried diligently to provide answers to the first question, but lacking a 
scientific method as an epistemology (route to valid knowledge), their answers were often 
flawed. That improved greatly after the scientific method as we know it now was devel-
oped. As explained in the previous chapter, the understanding of the physical world began 
to improve when Francis Bacon, early in the 1600s, began the establishment of science 
based on observations as the best route to valid knowledge. It continued with the work 
of Descartes and Newton and right on to the present day. Over the past three centuries, 
reliable bodies of knowledge have been developed concerning the nature of the earth, the 
larger universe, biological processes, and other workings of physical nature. To say that 
these accomplishments are impressive is to understate the situation drastically.
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Using Scientific Strategies to Study Political Behavior

As the remarkable successes of the physical and biological sciences became apparent, the 
methods of inquiry that had yielded such valid knowledge came under review for possible 
use in the study of many forms of human behavior. However, it was not the instruments 
and tools of observation used by the physical and biological sciences—telescopes, micro-
scopes, etc.—that were eventually adopted by those interested in human conduct. It was 
the underlying logic of their observational procedures and their means for assessing and 
interpreting their recorded data. During the 1800s, it became clear to those attempting to 
study human behavior that, above all, science was based on using the senses to detect phe-
nomena—that is, making empirical observations of whatever was under study. Moreover, 
those observations had to be recorded in some way—such as in quantitative form. Various 
techniques, procedures, and instruments were developed to accomplish those objectives.

For the developing behavioral sciences, it was human conduct—the actions people took 
and the stable patterns that their activities formed—that needed to be observed. If suitable 
tools could be devised for making and recording such empirical observations, then central 
tendencies (averages), trends, and differences could be detected in the behavior of various 
kinds of human beings. From this descriptive information, probabilistic hypotheses could 
be generated and then tested using the newly developed procedures of statistics (which 
became virtually universal in science by the early 1900s). With sufficient descriptive infor-
mation at hand, inductively developed theories could be stated—and their logical predic-
tions deduced and studied by making suitable empirical observations to decide whether 
their explanations made sense. In other words, as they became increasingly sophisticated, 
the new behavioral sciences made use of the same general logic and epistemology in their 
inquires that had been successful in the other fields of scientific knowledge.

Each of the fields in these new and emerging branches of science developed a variety 
of specialized procedures, tools, and strategies that permitted them to make and record 
empirical observations of different types of human conduct. The new fields shared the 
same tools for research, such as statistical logic, opinion surveys based on samples, atti-
tude scales, experimental protocols, procedures for analyzing the content of messages, and 
many others. Although these tools were sometimes developed and used in different ways 
in each field, they used the same underlying concepts of analysis and explanation—that 
is, hypotheses, theory-development, and an epistemology based on probability. By the 
last years of the 1800s, virtually all of the social and behavioral sciences studying human 
conduct had begun to turn to the logic of scientific inquiry as a means of investigating their 
problems and domains. Those who focused on political behavior and issues in this way 
became known as political scientists.

Traditionalists vs. Empiricists

As this change of strategies took place, it created something of a division in the study 
of politics. Even today, some of the field’s scholars continue in the classical tradition to 
assemble knowledge about the formal arrangements of governments and the details of 
their rules and practices. Such traditionalists find it useful to compare different govern-
mental processes and structures, such as the features of different constitutions or systems 
for selecting leaders.

Another set of scholars, the empiricists, make use of the logic and tools of science for 
observing people’s political behavior. These investigators are interested in observable and 
measurable conduct of both rulers and the ruled—actions that can be observed in some way 
and recorded in a quantifiable form. They develop ways of measuring political attitudes, 
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of using statistics to analyze reports on beliefs and actions obtained in interviews with 
voters, legislators, or others, analyzing census data or other information obtained from 
government agencies. Today, both the traditionalists and the empiricists make important 
contributions to political science.

Distinct Periods of Political Thought

To appreciate the how political scholars have assessed the contemporary role of public 
opinion in the functioning of government and the relationship that it has with the “press” 
(broadly defined as the news industry), it is appropriate to look first at a time when the 
beliefs and opinions of the people who were governed were thought to be of limited conse-
quence. The earliest analyses of the nature and functioning of government paid little atten-
tion to what we refer today as “public opinion.” And, of course, there were no mass media 
available to help form or modify that opinion. The classical theorists focused mainly on 
the process by which rulers came into power and their claims about the sources of their 
legitimacy.

Obviously, then, the traditional study of governments began centuries earlier than the 
analysis of political behavior using an empirical approach. The earliest political philoso-
phers set forth a number of classical explanations of government that were thought to pro-
vide answers as to how rulers and the ruled should relate to each other. However, political 
philosophy changed drastically over the centuries as new ideas regarding the nature and 
sources of authority and power were proposed. Roughly speaking, contemporary political 
scientists divide the timeline between (as they say) “Plato and NATO” into at least four 
general periods—the ancient, medieval, early modern, and contemporary eras—each char-
acterized by different concerns with political thought and governing systems.

The Ancient Period: The Search for the Just Society

The idea of “public opinion” (but not the term) as an important part of the political 
process began to emerge in philosophy late in the 1700s. However, as Glaser and Simon 
note, there were a few minor concerns with the basic idea as far back as the time of 
Plato (427–347 B.C.). At that time, concerns of ordinary people were generally dismissed 
as untrustworthy and unimportant compared with more valid knowledge:

The relevant intellectual history of opinion starts with Plato’s contrast of doxa (opin-
ion) with episteme (knowledge). Against the [arguments of the] sophists, who claimed 
that doxa was all that was available to human cognition, Plato made a fundamental 
contrast between the transient and the eternal: doxa was popular belief, unshaped by 
the rigors of philosophy, and was fickle and fleeting; episteme was sure knowledge of 
the unchanging “Ideas” underlying the visible world. Doxa was the stuff of the untu-
tored many; episteme of the few.1

Plato developed one of the first of the classical theories of government. He described 
the “ideal” state in his Republic.2 Because opinion (doxa) was fickle, transient, and 
ill-informed, he believed that it provided no foundation for governing. Only unchanging 
knowledge (episteme)— developed by philosophers—provided both the basis for design-
ing the governing system of a state and for selecting its leaders.

Above all, Plato was concerned with the nature of justice and how it could be achieved 
within a well-designed political structure. In his description of the arrangements needed in 
such a political system, he did recognize that a trusting relationship between the ruler and 
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the ruled was a feature of paramount importance. No ruler, he said, should act selfishly for 
his own benefit. He must be ever conscious of the needs of those who are ruled—a limited 
but important recognition of the role of those ruled. In some ways, this was a rather lim-
ited recognition of what we would call public opinion today. Plato put it this way:

And so with government of any kind, no ruler, in so far as he is acting as a ruler, will 
study or enjoin what is for his own interest. All that he says and does will be said and 
done with a view to what is good and proper for the subjects for whom he practices 
his art.3

While there were no regular news media in his day remotely comparable to those that 
came later, Plato fully understood the role of communication in creating people’s beliefs 
about their world. For example, he warned that communications to children stressing hos-
tile or negative relationships between human beings could be dangerous. They would be 
influenced, he maintained, by entertaining tales and stories transmitted to them by moth-
ers and nurses. Character and behavior, he believed, were derived (as communicated social 
constructions of reality) from stories passed on to children as they were being reared. If 
Plato were alive today to see what children can obtain from our contemporary media, he 
would undoubtedly be deeply distressed.

Plato was greatly concerned with the basis of legitimacy in the relationship between 
rulers and those over whom they held domain. In particular, he wrote extensively about 
how rulers should be selected. Plato’s answer was that it was the philosophers who must be 
kings. It was their wisdom, their desire to do good, and their freedom from avarice that 
made them the best choice. He set forth an elaborate description about how such philoso-
pher-kings should be chosen, the best way to educate them, and how they should be judged 
on the basis of their deeds in office. Thus, a positive relationship between rulers and their 
subjects—which might be defined as an early concern with public opinion—was thought 
to be a key to a just society.

Democracy was the closest system to the model of a truly just government that Plato 
envisioned. However, his conception of democracy—based in a small city-state—was 
unwieldy and unworkable. The reason is that every citizen was to have an equal voice in all 
decisions that were to be made. Wisely, he rejected such a system as inefficient and imprac-
tical. What developed later, of course, was representative democracy—systems in which 
members of parliaments, congresses, or similar bodies are freely chosen by large popula-
tions of citizens to make laws and policies on their behalf—laws that are interpreted and 
enforced fairly by agencies of the state.

The Medieval Period: The Struggle between Secular and Ecclesiastical Power

After the decline of Greece and later of the Roman Empire, philosophers turned away 
from analyzing politics solely in terms of the relationship between secular rulers and their 
subjects. Christianity had become deeply established in virtually all parts of Europe and its 
set of beliefs increasingly became the dominant cultural foundation for interpreting indi-
vidual human nature. Furthermore, Christianity provided the intellectual and spiritual 
culture that defined the requirements of the social order.

It took many years before the Church became the center of power. However, by 500 
A.D., paganism, based on the gods of Rome, was in disarray. Moreover, a clear separation 
of secular things and sacred things had been defined in the teachings of Jesus: (“Render 
unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” Mark 
12:17). For some centuries, this distinction led political power to shift between secular 
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rulers, such as Charlemagne (ninth century) and various popes. As the centuries went on, 
however, the popes led an increasingly universal Church. As their authority increased dur-
ing the medieval period, Christian doctrines, thought, and values—largely disseminated 
from Rome—began to permeate every aspect of European life.

Given the overwhelming concern with religion during the period, there was no attention 
given by political philosophers (or anyone else) to the concept of public opinion or the idea 
that common people had any political role to play. Princes and monarchs inherited their 
lands, along with undisputed sovereignty over their domains. The lives and activities of 
ordinary citizens were completely controlled by their “station” in life. The vast majority 
of Europeans were agricultural serfs. The children of serfs became serfs themselves, as did 
their children. Few rose above that station. Indeed, the entire structure of society was seen 
as a fulfillment of God’s plan, and to suggest that it should be changed was a violation of 
the interpretations and wisdom of the Church. Obviously, few in such a population had 
any voice in determining who would lead them or any influence on the decisions of their 
leaders.

There were, from time to time, conflicts—sometimes very bitter ones—between secular 
and religious leaders. However, by the twelfth century, papal power clearly dominated 
across Europe. Increasingly, the Church tolerated no deviation from its interpretations 
of God’s requirements, including those of local princes and monarchs. Understandably, 
within this environment, philosophers had little interest in the thoughts, satisfactions, 
judgments, or political opinions of common people. They turned their attention to under-
standing the relationship between human beings and God. That relationship included 
the nature of government. Essentially, they came to believe that there was no distinction 
between ecclesiastical power (based on the authority of the Church) and secular power 
(exercised by governments to regulate society). They were one and the same.

Perhaps the most notable of the writers of the medieval period was Thomas Aquinas 
(1224–1274). Essentially, Aquinas was a theologian and the most dominant figure of a 
group that came to be called the Scholastics. His thesis on “The Divine Government” in 
his Summa Theologica (written during the 1200s) sets forth the logical basis for concluding 
that religion, reason, and monarchy, in both church and empire, stemmed from a universal 
principle—namely, God’s total rule of the universe. As he put it:

For the same reason that God is the ruler of things as He is their cause, because the 
same cause that gives being gives perfection; and this belongs to government. Now 
God is the cause, not of some particular kind of being, but of the whole universal 
being. Therefore, as there can be nothing which is not created by God, so that there 
can be nothing which is not subject to His government.4

It is not difficult to understand, from the foundation of philosophical thought provided 
by philosophers of the medieval period, that God provided the justification for the power 
of kings. Indeed, virtually all of the monarchs of the late Middle Ages proclaimed that 
they ruled on the basis of His mandates. The “divine right of kings,” in other words, was 
the foundation for their secular authority. Few challenged their claim that they had been 
placed in power by the hand of God. To question their authority was tantamount to an act 
of sacrilege.

The Early Modern Period: The Emergence of Democracy

During the medieval period, the claim by rulers that their authority was derived directly 
from God was a difficult position against which to argue. Doing so could have very nasty 
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consequences (like being burned at a stake). Nevertheless, just such challenges developed 
during the early modern period—which can be identified roughly as between about 1500 
and 1800. What makes this time so noteworthy is that philosophers of the period openly 
and directly challenged the concept of the divine right of kings.

The ideas about government expressed during the early modern period were in part a 
result of the Protestant Reformation. As the Age of Reason slowly developed, a period of 
transition took place between the medieval and the early modern period. By the 1500s, 
the overwhelming power of the Catholic Church began to be challenged. Various religious 
reformers were protesting what they saw as abuses of power by the pope and by religious 
authorities more generally. These protests ultimately led to a rejection, or at least major 
modifications, of Church doctrines and the formation of various Protestant (“protesting”) 
groups. During the 1600s, and especially the 1700s, philosophers turned away from reli-
gious interpretations. Specifically, they openly challenged the claims of monarchs that 
they received their power directly from God.

One of the most significant writers of this transitional period was Thomas Hobbes 
(1588–1679). His work The Leviathan, published in the mid-1600s, argued that sovereignty 
(the right to govern over a specified territory and people) was obtained by assent of the gov-
erned (and did not come from God). It was a remarkable and truly radical position at the 
time. Hobbes played a key role in developing what is arguably one of the most significant 
ideas ever developed by political theorists—the concept of the social contract. Essentially, 
he envisioned an implicit contract-like agreement between the ruler and the ruled. That 
agreement required those who held power to act on behalf of, and with the approval of 
those under their domain. This was a direct challenge to the idea that monarchs received 
their authority from a divine mandate and were responsible only to God.

Hobbes maintained, essentially, that all people are naturally equal. That is, he noted, 
even the weak can kill the strong, although they might have to use guile or forge an alliance 
with others who were stronger. Hobbes stated that this was a source of great problems 
when humankind lived in what he called a “state of nature” (a time when there are no 
organized governments). Hobbes posed this idea as a theoretical concept. His purpose was 
to explain why the “social contract” emerged and was a valid interpretation of the nature 
of government.

More specifically, Hobbes said, life before, or without, government was truly miserable. 
People had no laws or anyone to enforce order or even to provide basic protection. It was, 
he claimed, a time of war of all against all. There were, he said, “no Arts; no Letters; no 
Society; and worst of all, continual feare, and danger of violent death: And the life of man, 
solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short.”5

Thus, the origin of government, Hobbes maintained, was based in the need of human 
beings to have some authority “to declare among the diversity of men’s opinions, what 
is right and what is wrong, and what is not in accord with the law of nature.” That need, 
Hobbes stated, could be met by selecting one person—one who could be trusted to act 
honorably—and form a covenant—a contract in which that person would be allowed to 
have and use the power of a sovereign to make just laws and enforce them fairly. The result 
would be, Hobbes wrote, a Christian Commonwealth—a multitude united in one person. 
This, then, is “the Generation of the great Leviathan.”6 Thus, his vision was that all the 
people would unite and then award the power to rule to a carefully selected person, but in 
return, they would demand that peace be maintained with justice for all.

The concept of a “social contract” between a leader and the led represents a remarkable 
turning point in political philosophy. For one thing, it openly and directly disputed the 
claims of monarchs that they had a mandate directly from God to impose their rule. The 
true source of power, according to Hobbes, was in the consent of the governed. If this was 
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indeed the case, and a contractual agreement between leader and led gave the sovereign 
the right to exercise power, it followed that, if the contract were to be broken by the ruler, 
the people had a right to replace the sovereign. It is in this conclusion that the importance 
of public satisfaction with government (the foundation of public opinion) was fully and 
dramatically recognized.

Also important among the early modern writers was John Locke (1632–1704). He advo-
cated the creation of a social order outside the control of either church or state.7 His contri-
butions during the late part of the seventeenth century included not only a rejection of the 
divine right of kings—as set forth in his Two Treatises on Government—but also the impor-
tance of a legislature to which both the monarch and the people would be responsible. 
While there had always been many kinds of groups who served as councils and advisors to 
kings, the idea of an elected legislature—serving as an intermediary between the sovereign 
and the people and to whom each was responsible—was very important. As an elected 
body of representatives, it had to represent the will of the people. If that relationship of 
trust and confidence was violated, that legislature, as well as the ruler, could be replaced.

Other influential writers, following Hobbes and Locke, refined the idea of the covenant 
between a leader and the led. Among them was John Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778). His 
work, titled The Social Contract, was published in 1762. It was a time when dissatisfaction 
with British rule was growing in the American colonies, and discontent with the monarchy 
was becoming increasingly common in France.

In his Social Contract, Rousseau maintained that the sovereignty of the people is both 
inalienable and indivisible. That was a truly powerful statement. It could not have been more 
opposite to the earlier idea that the sovereignty of monarchs was God-given. While Hobbes, 
Locke, and Rousseau each had very different concepts of the condition of human beings in 
the so-called “state of nature,” each argued forcibly that it was the people of a nation who 
had the ultimate political power and that those who ruled did so by the people’s consent.

More than a century would go by after Hobbes published his Leviathan before the the-
ories that the citizens of a government were the ultimate source of power came to be rep-
resented in reality. Those theories formed the basis for potential action against unpopular 
monarchs. By the end of the 1700s, however, just such events did take place. The rule of 
kings was replaced by the rule of citizens in both the French and the American revolutions. 
Independence from England was declared by the colonists in 1776, and a short time later, 
in 1789, the French deposed their king. Thus, dissatisfactions with rulers seen as tyrannical 
led to their overthrow, and their systems of government were replaced by others designed 
to be more sensitive to the wishes, beliefs, and feelings of those governed.

Obviously, the classical theorists of the early modern period had become very much aware 
of the importance of what we today refer to as public opinion. However, it was not yet con-
ceptualized in quite the way it is now. At the time, the opinions that were seen as important 
were not those of the illiterate and ignorant hordes of common citizens. The ones of impor-
tance were the views of the educated and affluent elite—those who owned property or who 
conducted businesses. For example, Jeremy Bentham, writing in 1791, was not impressed 
with the opinions of the common people. He maintained that the majority did not have 
either the intellectual skills or the time to read and preoccupy themselves with public affairs.8

Even so, the views, assessments, and levels of satisfaction on the part of ordinary citi-
zens with government was becoming increasingly recognized. For example, in Rousseau’s 
The Social Contract, he posed the concept of the general will, which in many ways was 
an important conceptual forerunner to what would come to be commonly called “public 
opinion.” In an ideal state, he maintained, the laws that are enacted must express a moral 
standpoint that supports the common good. Rousseau assumed that all people are capa-
ble of holding views consistent with high moral standards and that they can agree on the 
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nature of laws that express them. Thus, the beliefs and opinions of the rank and file con-
cerning the policies and laws put in place by leaders provided for Rousseau a foundation 
for acceptance of their authority.

The Contemporary Period: Public Opinion Becomes Dominant

As the Age of Reason came to a close, these concepts and ideas about the consent of the 
governed developed into what we now call “public opinion.” The term itself began to be 
used widely in the 1800s, and its significant relationship to government was increasingly 
recognized by both politicians and the general population. Indeed, public opinion came 
to be seen as a powerful force that leaders ignored at their peril—either in democracies 
where rulers are designated or replaced at the ballot box or in authoritarian systems where 
revolutions can replace leaders in more drastic ways.

At the time, however, public opinion remained a slippery concept. It was difficult to 
define and impossible to assess with any degree of accuracy. Moreover, it was still being 
conceptualized as the views of the educated elite. For example, William A. MacKinnon 
was a British writer who wrote the first book in the 1820s that focused exclusively on the 
nature, formation, and functions of public opinion. He defined it in terms of the senti-
ments held by those who were intelligent and well-informed:

Public Opinion may be said to be, that sentiment on any given subject which is enter-
tained by the best-informed, most intelligent, and most moral persons in the commu-
nity, which is gradually spread and adopted by nearly all persons of any education or 
proper feeling in a civilized state.9

Nevertheless, as the nineteenth century moved on, it was becoming increasingly clear 
that, if the views, assessments, and levels of satisfaction of the rank and file do not support 
the people in power and their policies, change is likely. In a representative democracy, such 
change is often brought about by periodic elections and voters can “throw the rascals out.” 
For public opinion to be an effective force in a social contract, therefore, the system must 
include a means by which citizens can make the ultimate decision about who should be in 
charge. That condition exists most visibly in governmental systems where top leaders and 
bodies of representatives are periodically elected.

During the mid- and late 1800s, two writers played key roles in identifying the signifi-
cance of public opinion in the functioning of government. One was the French political 
writer Alexis de Tocqueville, whose two-volume work Democracy in America was pub-
lished shortly before the mid-century.10 De Tocqueville spent a number of years in the 
United States, observing its people and especially the functioning of the American gov-
ernment. It was, after all, still a relatively new experiment. But giving so much power to the 
rank and file seemed dangerous to many in Europe. Indeed, it also did in many ways to de 
Tocqueville, who feared that such a system had the potential for what he termed a tyranny 
of the majority. He concluded that having a system where even the uncultured and illiterate 
are allowed to select their leaders was a dangerous feature of the American democracy:

If it be admitted that a man, possessing absolute power, may misuse that power by 
wronging his adversaries, why should a majority not be liable to the same reproach? 
Men are not apt to change their characters by agglomeration; nor does their patience 
in the presence of obstacles increase with the consciousness of their strength. And for 
these reasons I can never willingly invest any number of my fellow creatures with that 
unlimited authority which I should refuse in any one of them.11
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Another writer of special significance during the nineteenth century was James Bryce, a 
British political philosopher who visited the United States for several extended periods. He 
set forth in the 1880s an insightful theory of the formation and functioning of public opin-
ion in all forms of government (see Chapter 7). He portrayed it as a powerful political force 
that leaders could not ignore—indeed, an almost overwhelming consideration in determin-
ing their actions and policies. Equally important for the objectives of the present text, he 
linked its formation directly to the mass media—the (new) daily newspapers of his time.

While Bryce developed a particularly insightful analysis of the influence on public opin-
ion on political leaders, he also recognized that it was a very difficult matter to assess it in 
any degree of precision. He noted that some indications were available to those who could 
attend town meetings, listen to the opinions expressed by representatives of groups, or even 
observe torchlight parades that protested or supported a specific issue or cause. But the only 
sure measure of how people felt, he maintained, was by counting the votes at election time.

Statisticians had not yet provided probability theory permitting the design of samples 
on which polls would be based, and psychologists had not yet developed techniques for 
systematic assessment and recording of opinions, beliefs, and attitudes. Thus, Bryce could 
not anticipate the development of public opinion polls, which would not come until early 
in the 1900s. As he put it:

The machinery for weighing or measuring the popular will from week-to-week or 
month-to-month has not been, and is not likely to be, invented.12

In summary, this brief tour through four periods in the history of political philosophy 
shows that a belief in the source of power in government underwent truly remarkable shifts 
over the centuries. While there was now wide agreement among the public, among politi-
cians, and among philosophers that public opinion was a factor of paramount importance, 
two major problems remained. One was that it was not clear how the majority formed or 
modified their opinions. The second was that it seemed impossible to assess or measure pub-
lic opinion once it had formed.

Public Opinion and the Press

It was, of course, during the early modern period that the printing press became a reality. 
It was to become a major factor in the process by which public opinion was formed and 
changed. The period began when Gutenberg produced his famous forty-line Bible (1455). 
Very quickly, the technology spread to all major population centers in Europe and then on 
to other areas, such as the colonies in the New World. As a consequence, books became 
increasingly available to those with the means to acquire them and the skills to read them. 
Also, as a consequence, writers such as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau were able to reach 
audiences who would play key roles in shaping ideas about government.

Like the evil forces released from Pandora’s box, however, the printing press soon pro-
duced another kind of product for those who did not welcome political change. Even dur-
ing the 1500s, pamphlets of various kinds expressing political views were circulated. These 
often provided subject matter for speeches, sermons, and face-to-face discussions. In this 
way, their ideas reached beyond the well-educated and the financial elite. Through this 
“two-step flow” of ideas (see Chapter 11), common people came into contact with dissent-
ing views, and these broadsides and pamphlets were seldom welcomed by those in power.

Another product of the printing press was news. Many kinds of specialized private news 
sheets had long been prepared by scribes and sent to those who paid for their services. 
Clearly, there was a demand for such news. By the early 1600s, the first regularly printed 
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news sheets appeared. They were primitive affairs—small, limited in content, often inac-
curate, and badly out of date by the time they reached their readers. Nevertheless, they 
were an important step toward the eventual development of modern newspapers.

The Arrival of Newspapers

Ultimately, it would be newspapers that would increasingly reach beyond the well-to-do 
and the well-educated to inform the much larger body of the politically interested. They 
had become increasingly available to the literate during the 1700s. These early newspapers 
often conveyed truly important ideas, and they began to print complaints about govern-
ment to politically active people.

At first, the simple newspapers of the eighteenth century were read mainly by those who 
could afford their rather costly subscriptions. Thus, their audience was still an educated 
and affluent elite. But in many ways, these were the very kinds of people who were in a posi-
tion to insist on new directions in government. However, the newspaper situation changed 
dramatically when steam-driven presses came into existence by the early 1800s. Cities were 
expanding, and the Industrial Revolution was off to a good start. Cheap popular newspa-
pers, supported by advertising of the new goods produced by steam-powered factories, 
were developed for the common people. Moreover, many more people could read. Thus, 
as the circulations of newspapers continued to grow, they became increasingly capable of 
influencing the political ideas of larger and larger numbers.

By the late 1800s, the important relationship between public opinion and the press was 
fully recognized. It was the political scientists who most closely focused attention on that 
relationship. They pointed out that it is precisely in representative democracies where the 
relationship between rulers and the ruled can most rapidly and effectively be influenced by 
a press that is free of official control and censorship. Those who have been elected usually 
want to be kept in office. This makes them sensitive to the shared opinions of the elector-
ate—which in a democracy can determine whether they will be retained or replaced at 
election time. Those officials know that a free press can influence what people think about 
both them and their policies during the time they are in office.

In systems that are not democratic—as in monarchies, dictatorships, and other systems 
ruled strongly without a basis in popular consent, a free press is a truly dangerous entity. 
Very quickly after the printing press became a reality—even before newspapers became com-
mon—European monarchs recognized that printed material could easily be used by their 
opponents to create dissent. Strong controls over print were quickly established. For exam-
ple, in England, when the first newspapers began to be published, systems of prior restraint 
were exercised over stories that might be potentially harmful to the Crown. The term “prior 
restraint” means that an official representative of the ruler must examine all news stories 
before allowing them to be printed. It was a common practice, especially in the American col-
onies, where stirring up feelings against the Crown was seen as a significant threat. England, 
after all, was far away, and the colonies were a great economic asset. A representative of the 
governor in each colony reviewed every news story before the editor was allowed to publish 
it “by permission.” It was a practice that was deeply resented, and the ultimate consequence 
was that, when the Constitution of the United States was finally adopted, the new nation had 
a First Amendment that specifically provided for a press free from such prior censorship.

By the end of the nineteenth century, then, the term “public opinion” was in wide use 
among political scientists, and its importance was well-understood by almost everyone—
politicians, journalists, and indeed the educated public at large. There was, however, no 
accepted and clear definition of its exact nature. Furthermore, no one had the vaguest idea 
about how it might be accurately assessed or measured. Also well understood was the fact 
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that newspapers (the news medium of the time) played a central role in its formation and 
change. Thus, in democracies and even in other systems, the press was seen as the critical 
link between ordinary citizens and those whom they had elected to office, but it was still 
not seen as trustworthy.

Recognizing That “News Is Not Truth”

Early in the twentieth century, one of the most insightful scholars who addressed the 
nature of public opinion, the part that it plays in government and the ways in which news-
papers influence its formation and change, was Walter Lippmann. (His ideas are discussed 
in detail in Chapter 8). Even before World War I, he became a successful and respected 
journalist—one who had acquired a background in philosophy and political science. This 
led him to focus on the relationships among public opinion, government, and the press.

Lippmann’s classic book was titled Public Opinion. It was published in 1922, shortly 
after World War I, and it remains profoundly important. In that book, he stated that the 
function of the press is to “create pictures in our heads of the world outside.”13 The central 
idea was that citizens learned about what was going on through the newspapers. After all, 
they really had no other way to gain information about the political events that were tak-
ing place. The problem that Lippmann saw was that news stories have features that limit 
their relationship to what actually takes place in the events and situations about which 
they report. As we see it today, Lippmann was recognizing the role of mass communica-
tions in the social construction of reality.

Lippmann pointed out ways in which those “pictures” were often distorted and incorrect. 
He based his conclusion that “news is not truth” on his understanding of the way in which 
the news media of his time (newspapers then, but all news media today) gathered, processed, 
and disseminated accounts of what was happening in the world. He knew that news reports 
were at best misleading and at worst deeply flawed. Thus, the “pictures in our heads,” he 
maintained, create a “pseudo reality” and do not accurately represent “the world outside.”

That idea that the press can never provide full, flawless, unbiased, and totally accurate 
information to citizens about the events that occur in their environment received further 
support later in the second half of the 1900s from two additional theorists. One was David 
Manning White, who developed the basic ideas of gatekeeping theory (see Chapter 12). In 
an insightful article published in 1950, he outlined the process by which editors select (or 
reject) stories to include in their daily newspaper on the basis of various criteria—thereby 
distorting the information that audiences receive.14

The point White made was that a huge number of accounts and reports came to the 
editor over the “news wires”—as well as from other sources. The number of such stories 
vastly exceeds the space available (or time in broadcast news). It is the editor’s responsi-
bility to select, from that abundance, the list of stories that will actually be included in the 
daily presentation to the audience. A variety of criteria are used, but the essential point is 
that much of what happened in the world on any given day never reaches the attention of 
the public, simply because the “gatekeeper” does not select them. Thus, the public devel-
ops “pictures in their heads of the world outside” (social constructions of reality) on the 
basis of selected and limited information.

Another contribution to the general idea of the “pseudo-environment” was developed in 
the early 1970s by communication scholars Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw.15 They 
contributed the agenda-setting theory of the press (see Chapter 13). They pointed out that edi-
tors have the responsibility to determine the daily news report—regardless of what medium 
is used. They must select some stories to put on page one vs. those on page two or buried on 
the back pages (or at the beginning or middle of a broadcast or website rather than at its end). 
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They do this on the assumption that some reports are of significant interest—or that audi-
ences will find them interesting. Thus, some stories receive greater or lesser prominence in the 
daily news report. This influences the interpretations of the audience. Research shows clearly 
that a story appearing on the back pages of the newspaper, or late in the broadcast, does not 
seem as important to the members of the audience as one with a prominent headline and 
located “above the fold” on page one of the newspaper or website (or as the lead story in the 
broadcast). Thus, Lippmann’s theory of the unintentional distortion of the news (which jour-
nalists cannot control) is further supported by both gatekeeping and agenda-setting theories.

The Development of Public Opinion Polls

By the 1920s, the field of statistical theory was well developed. Originally, it came from agri-
cultural research related to beer production and from studies of gaming tables in European 
casinos. By the 1920s, however, statistical analysis had become truly important in scien-
tific research. The use of probability as an epistemological criterion for deciding whether an 
outcome of a research project represented mere chance—or was an indication of a possible 
cause-effect relationship—had been adopted in many fields. In particular, the concept of 
representative sampling had become particularly useful. It provided the means by which a 
limited number of units—in a large population of such units—selected in such a way that 
each unit had an equal chance of being included, could be studied closely to reveal general 
tendencies, patterns, regularities, and conclusions that characterized the large population.

Thus, random sampling came into use to study everything from shrimp populations in 
marine biology to the qualities of grain in fields. Variations of this idea (e.g., systematic 
sampling, quota sampling, stratified sampling, etc.) were invented to be used in situations 
where it might not be possible to select units by purely random means from a list of those 
in an entire population.

These statistical techniques also caught on quickly in the social and behavioral sciences, 
where investigators were faced with the daunting task of developing generalizations about 
entire populations of unlike people. Thus, psychologists, sociologists, political scientists, 
economists, and various kinds of market researchers were using statistical techniques, and 
especially sampling procedures, by the beginning of the 1930s. In addition, techniques for 
the systematic assessment and quantification of opinions and attitudes as well as other 
psychological factors through the use of specially designed questionnaires were developed 
by social psychologists even earlier.

The Measurement of Public Opinion Becomes a Reality

These scientific procedures were quickly put to use by those interested in assessing public 
opinion—a goal that had eluded political theorists for centuries. Building on the tech-
niques and procedures for sampling and those for measurement that were being used 
successfully in several of the sciences. Pioneer pollsters such as George Gallup, Elmo 
Roper, and Archibald Crossley (acting independently but employing similar techniques) 
undertook to study how Americans felt about political candidates. Their first success was 
the prediction that Franklin Delano Roosevelt would win the 1936 election over his rival 
Alfred M. Landon. Their predictions were remarkably accurate.

Americans were impressed with public opinion polling. It quickly caught the imagination 
of the population. No one in earlier times had ever been able to accomplish the results it pro-
vided. In fact, it was seen as such a valuable tool that private agencies were quickly formed to 
provide polls for paying clients. One of the most successful was that of George Gallup, who 
had established the American Institute of Public Opinion in 1935. His organization soon had 
branches in other countries. The term “Gallup Poll” quickly became a household word.
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Gallup and others were not always successful in their assessments. Their prediction 
that Harry S. Truman would lose to John Dewey in the very close presidential election 
of 1948 was faulty. In the 2016 presidential election, national and state election polls 
consistently projected that Hillary Clinton would defeat Donald Trump. The polls 
clearly underestimated Trump’s level of support.16 In the 2020 election, polls pre-
dicted that Joe Biden would win the popular and electoral vote and defeat President 
Donald Trump. That indeed happened, but the election was much closer than polls 
suggested in several battleground states.17 Pollsters have taken aggressive steps to 
understand the nature and scope of these polling errors and to address the problems. 
Nevertheless, over the years, the measurement of public opinion has become increas-
ingly refined and precise. The basic procedures have become standard in marketing 
research of all kinds and in many other fields where generalizations about the feelings 
and preferences of large numbers of people can be ascertained with some precision by 
careful study of a well-selected sample.

The Preoccupation with Public Opinion by Contemporary Leaders

Today, no election campaign is planned or conducted without input from pollsters. Added 
to the arsenal are procedures for conducting focus groups from which much greater depths 
of feelings and concerns can be uncovered. The bottom line today is that the relationship 
between the political process and public opinion is so well understood that any political 
candidate in a democracy—or indeed any elected public official—would be foolhardy if 
he or she did not take into account the nature of public opinion concerning policies devel-
oped or supported by him or her as a person. A contemporary politician’s worst nightmare 
is to see public opinion turn against him or her. That can be a clear predictor of disaster 
at the ballot box.

In addition, the relationship between the press and public opinion is well understood. 
Every incumbent in Congress, or in other major political offices, has a “press secretary.” 
That person’s major function is to develop and release a flow of news stories to the folks 

 In the 2020 presidential election, polls predicted that Joe Biden would win the popular and 
electoral vote.



76 The Intellectual Foundations of Media Studies

back home, or the electorate at large, showing how concerned the legislator is with the 
problems about which constituents are worried and how he or she “feels their pain.”

It is important to identify clearly the role of the press in the complex relationships 
among politics, public opinion, and the news media. Without the news media, the public 
would have little knowledge of what is taking place in the halls of legislatures or in the 
offices of public officials. The press, therefore, is the “window on the world” used by citi-
zens to understand the social environment and political realities beyond their own homes, 
neighborhoods, jobs, and communities. Without the press, in most cases, there can be no 
political issues around which citizens need to form opinions. Conditions in society that 
need addressing politically are revealed in news reports and analyses by journalists—or 
at least by fellow citizens who have attended to the media, learned about the issues, and 
passed on information and interpretations to others. That process has been widely studied 
by communication theorists, and the formulation that explains it is commonly called the 
theory of the two-step flow of communication. (See Chapter 11.)

A Theory of Public Opinion as Shaped by the Press: A Summary

Understanding the relationships among politics, public opinion, and the role of the press, 
then, was slowly developed over centuries by political scientists (with input from other 
fields as well). That basic theory is related in important ways to other media theories that 
are discussed in this book (gatekeeping, agenda-setting, and the two-step flow).

The theory of public opinion as shaped by the press can be summed up in terms of the 
following set of relatively simple propositions:

1 The press monitors the social and political environment through its surveillance func-
tion and selects those issues and events that its managers deem worthy of reporting to 
the public.

2 The public attends (selectively) to those reports and assesses the significance of a given 
issue or event for themselves or for others about whom they are concerned.

3 On the basis of this information and assessment of the issue or event, members of the 
public form individual opinions as to which personal political actions may or may not 
be appropriate as a response.

4 Their individual opinions are shared with others and possibly modified as a discus-
sion among interested parties takes place. In this way, personal political orientations 
become common as consensus is reached among the segment of the public that is 
participating.

5 Therefore, as the shared opinions of such segments of the public become known to 
their members, they become the public opinion of that part of the population. That 
shared opinion may represent the majority or a minority. In any case, those shared 
opinions can be ascertained by systematic polling.

In summary, then, the power and role of public opinion in the political process have become 
widely understood by political leaders, by the press, and by the public. The ways in which the 
“press” (news industry using several media) plays a central role in its formation and change, 
even though its information is often flawed, have also become clear. The manner in which 
public opinion is assessed by polls is also well understood by both leaders and followers.

Insight into these relationships was developed over centuries by ancient and modern 
political philosophers, traditional and empiricist political scientists, statistical theorists, 
other social scientists, and modern polling experts. Above all, however, it was the contri-
butions of political scholars over a period of many centuries that brought it all together.



The Contribution of Political Science 77

Questions for Discussion

1 Polls in the 2016 presidential election predicted a win for Hillary Clinton over Donald 
Trump and suggested that Joseph Biden would win by a larger majority over Donald 
Trump in the 2020 presidential election. In each case, the polls underestimated the 
support for Donald Trump. What factors may explain this error?

2 Walter Lippmann (1922) stated that the function of the press is to “create pictures in 
our heads of the world outside. However, he pointed out ways in which those “pic-
tures” were often distorted and incorrect. In other words, he was recognizing the role 
of the press in the creation of a social construction of reality. What factors or situ-
ations limit the press in its ability to create an accurate picture of reality? How can 
these factors or situations impact a democracy? Can you think of recent examples in 
which an incorrect “picture” was created by the press or a particular media group that 
resulted in an incorrect social reality for some?
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5 Cognitive Processing
The Contribution of Psychology

After the contributions of Bacon and Descartes in the 1500s and 1600s, the use of the 
scientific method became increasingly common for studying the world of natural phe-
nomena. As explained in Chapter 3, the founders of modern physical sciences no longer 
relied on logic and reason alone in their efforts to understand nature. As the strategies of 
modern science became available, the fields of physics, chemistry, and biology began to 
develop independently from philosophy. By the end of the 1700s, they had become distinct 
branches of science. By the 1800s, this transition also began for the social sciences, includ-
ing the field of psychology.

The unique feature of the new social sciences was that their conclusions and expla-
nations were also founded on empirical observation—Bacon’s system for the use of the 
senses to observe relevant facts. Inductive and deductive reasoning were also an impor-
tant part of their investigative strategies, especially for developing theory—but reach-
ing conclusions solely through the use of formal logic alone was no longer accepted. 
During the 1700s, important discoveries were made that would provide the founda-
tion, not only for what were then called the “exact” sciences (physics, chemistry, and 
biology) but also for emerging specialized fields, such as physiology, medicine, botany, 
zoology, oceanography, meteorology, geology, and the many others that exist today. It 
was the scientific method, based on empirical observation, that made these advances in 
human knowledge possible. It was psychology, however, that developed the most thor-
ough understanding of the ways in which individual human beings come to know and 
deal with the world of reality.

For the contemporary study of the process and effects of mass communication, psy-
chology occupies a special place. Many contemporary psychologists are active researchers 
who study the media and their influences. But more fundamental for understanding the 
field’s contribution to mass communication research and theory development was psy-
chology’s scientific studies of the fundamental factors and influences—both biological and 
learned—that shape individual human behavior from “within people’s heads.”

During the 1800s, great advances were made by the founders of psychology through 
the use of the scientific method applied to the age-old philosophical question of knowing. 
During the 1800s, they began to unravel how human beings observe things with their senses 
that are taking place in the world around them; how they organize personal meanings and 
interpretations in memory for those objects, situations, and events; and how they respond to 
them by engaging in distinctive patterns of behavior. Those processes obviously are central 
to what audiences obtain from media content.

Thus, by the end of the 1800s, the essential domains for developing a science of psychol-
ogy were (1) stimuli—that is, situations, states, and events in reality of which individuals 
become aware via their senses, (2) cognitive processes—certain conditions and processes 
in people’s heads (conscious or not) that play a part in how they understand, interpret, 
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and remember those external events, and (3) habits of response—the forms or patterns of 
behavior that people exhibit as they cope with those features of reality. Stated in a very 
simple acronym, these fundamental domains are S–O–R, stimulus, organism, and response.

However, there were significant disagreements within the field as to whether the 
factors in the organism that shaped responses to stimuli were mainly biological and 
acquired as part of one’s inherited physical endowment or whether they were primarily 
conditions and states acquired by learning through experience. Great debates took place 
between those who held that it was nature (inherited biological factors) that was para-
mount in shaping behavior and those who said it was nurture (learning in a social envi-
ronment) that was the primary shaper of the conduct of the human individual. These 
debates continue today.

Up until the late 1920s, the (nature) concept of instinct was popular among psycholo-
gists. Instincts (such as guide behavior in many animals) were said to be both inherited and 
universal in a particular species and were the motivators or shapers of complex patterns of 
human behavior. However, this idea was rejected by the field during the 1920s. Scientists 
realized that, while many animal species do indeed have such universal instincts as part of 
their inherited genetic makeup, human beings apparently do not.

As instincts and other biological explanations of behavior lost favor, psychologists 
turned with enthusiasm to how human beings learn; how they remember or forget, their 
experiences of the external world; and how this learning has an influence on their con-
duct. A variety of theories were developed to address these issues, and a large body of 
experimental evidence was assembled to assess those theories. The basic consensus, as 
the field advanced, was that stimuli and responses were linked through habit, which was 
defined as an increased probability that a particular stimulus would arouse a specific kind 
of response in the individual.

Increasingly, during the 1900s, psychology became a sophisticated discipline studying 
both animals and human beings. The field focused on both normal and abnormal behav-
ior. Of special interest to mass communication researchers and theorists are the ways in 
which people perceive complex communication content, how they organize and store what 
they receive in memory, and how they use what they obtain from the media as guides for 
their behavior.

Thus, psychology emerged as a discipline distinct from philosophy over a period of 
less than a century. It became a specialized field that combined the ancient search for 
understanding the process of “knowing”—which had been debated by philosophers 
since ancient times—and the scientific method as a new way of seeking valid knowledge. 
Essentially psychology became, in one way or another, the study of the human mind, how 
it processes information received by the senses, and how the result influences behavior. It 
relied on experiments and other forms of systematic observation to develop its theories. 
The new field initially focused on sensation, perception, learning, and memory and how 
these influenced conduct. Later it explored a number of other aspects of human cognition, 
all of which are a part of an individual’s ways of contacting, understanding, and respond-
ing to the world outside.

Sensation and Perception: Knowing the World of Reality

The earliest concepts addressed by psychologists as they began to develop their field in the 
1800s were sensation and perception. These aspects of human behavior continue to play an 
important part in the study of the process and effects of mass communication. It is for that 
reason that modern media researchers owe a great debt to those psychological pioneers 
who established their field, as well as those who continue its development today.



80 The Intellectual Foundations of Media Studies

Sensation

It was no accident that one of the first psychological issues that the founders of the field 
took up was the nature of sensory impressions. The choice of this topic is an extension of 
the ancient struggle by philosophers to understand how human beings come to know the 
external reality in which they live. As discussed, for centuries, they debated the question 
of whether the senses provided a reliable or a faulty picture in our minds of the “world 
outside.” While Plato rejected sensory impressions as valid sources of knowledge—
demonstrating his reasoning with the allegory of the cave—Aristotle relied extensively on 
personal observation for his explanations of the natural world.

In 1834, German physiologist Ernst Weber published a book titled De Tactu, describing 
experiments that he had conducted on touch. He had subjects compare a series of different 
weights, two at a time. What he found was that a person could not tell if a second one was 
heavier than the first unless its physical weight was a certain constant percent heavier. This 
was the case even if the two weights being compared were very light, somewhat heavier, or 
very heavy. This gave rise to a remarkable formula, which showed that human behavior 
did, at least in the case of sensations, reliably follow predictable regularities.1 The idea 
that “sensations” could be observed and precisely quantified was a revolutionary idea at 
the time. Following Weber’s lead, Gustav Fechner, who many consider a father of modern 
psychology, studied sensations very extensively during the 1850s. He conducted a series 
of very carefully controlled experiments that confirmed and expanded Weber’s findings 
to other sensory modalities. This work established the field of psychophysics—a specialty 
that studies quantitative relationships among sensory impressions, including vision, hear-
ing, taste, and smell.2

Another well-regarded pioneer in psychology was Wilhelm Wundt. In 1859, he developed 
the first course in what can be considered psychology at the University of Heidelberg.3 Some 
consider Wundt as the father of psychology, not only because he taught the course and 
developed a text but also because he went on to establish the first experimental psycholog-
ical laboratory at the University of Leipzig in 1879.4 Essentially, his experiments focused 
on sensation. He used a number of ingenious devices and contraptions (which he called his 
“brass instruments”) to measure how long it took for a person receiving a stimulus, such as 
a sound, to respond in a specific way, such as by pressing on a telegraph-type key.

Wundt was also interested in what went on in the minds of his subjects as they partici-
pated in his experiments. To assess this, he used a method called “introspection.” This was 
a process whereby a person reflected inward on his or her own thoughts and feelings that 
took place while the experiment was conducted. The method of introspection became a 
major form of observation by which early psychologists tried to study the inner workings 
of human consciousness. Introspection, as a mode of observation, became very contro-
versial in later years. A number of psychologists denounced the idea, claiming that it was 
impossible to engage in objective empirical observation of what was hidden in people’s 
minds.

During the twentieth century, psychologists continued to study the sensory processes. 
The human senses are not only important in terms of their relationship to the ancient 
debates about the scientific method but also in understanding the more general problem of 
how people are in contact with and come to know the realities of the world around them. 
Today, the ways in which we see, hear, touch, smell, taste, and retain experience have been 
exhaustively investigated. Their anatomical foundations are well understood. The impor-
tance of this knowledge for the study of mass communication theory is that sensation is 
the first stage in the process of perception— that is, deciding on the meaning of what our 
senses detect when seeing, hearing, or viewing media content.
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Perception

The early psychologists understood that there was much more to human behavior than 
merely detecting stimuli with the senses and then acting in some way. It was for that rea-
son that Wundt wanted to explore people’s consciousness through introspection. The 
implications of the stimuli for the individual had to be sorted out through a process of 
perception—interpreting sensory input by constructing meanings for what one sees, feels, 
touches, or hears, based on one’s personal background of experience. This had to be done 
by the individual before an appropriate response could be made. Thus, it was clear very 
early that the S–R concept had to be revised to S–O–R, meaning that the psychological 
(and possibly biological) characteristics of the “organism” (human being) played a key role 
in determining what kind of response would be made.

In simpler terms, an individual detecting a pattern of stimuli has to determine its 
meaning for him or her personally in order to relate to it. This is done by classifying it in 
ways that have been learned from prior experience. That is, “if it looks like a duck, walks 
like a duck, and quacks like a duck,” the person can reasonably interpret (perceive) 
that it is a duck. Thus, depending on the stimulus, the individual decides whether what 
he or she sees is edible or not, a man or a woman, a river or a road, a tiger or a cow, a 
harmless situation or a dangerous one, and so on. Intervening between the stimulus and 
the response, then, are all of the functions of a complex and conscious organism with a 
background of experience—with learned meanings and understandings, attitudes and 
beliefs, likes and dislikes, preferences and aversions, and so on. It was recognized early 
that these factors played a key role in determining what meanings would be assigned to 
a pattern of stimuli, and that, in turn, shaped the response that the individual made to 
that pattern.

One of the great pioneers in the study of the perception of physical stimuli was physiolo-
gist Hermann von Helmholz.5 He did not think of himself as a psychologist, but his studies 
of vision in the 1860s established the ways in which the human being sees such matters 
as color, brightness, depth, and other physical features of stimuli. The human being puts 
these together in the process of inference, based on learned prior experience, and decides 
what the object is in a meaningful sense (e.g., whether it is a duck, pig, or dog).

Later, during the early 1920s, a group of German psychologists developed a set of 
insights into the process of perception that became known as the Gestalt principles.6 Their 
basic concerns were how we interpret sensory impressions of physical objects and relation-
ships in terms of patterns. There were a number of principles that revealed the way we see 
and interpret such patterns, including “optical illusions.” The Gestalt psychologists did 
not study people’s perceptions of social situations, such as are depicted in the mass media, 
but their principles appear to apply to this type of stimulus as well. This “patterning” idea 
also became important in the study of memory.

Such “mental” factors and their influence on selective perception have not always been 
accepted by psychologists. In the early part of the twentieth century, some psychologists 
(such as John Watson and later B. F. Skinner) rejected the idea that the field should con-
sider any “mental” processes. The only legitimate data that could be used to develop the 
science, they maintained, was overt behavior that could be observed directly by a record-
ing scientist. Trying to observe what was going on in people’s heads, they claimed, went 
beyond the acceptable rules of science based on empirical observation.7 Others, however, 
felt that legitimate inferences could be made about “cognitive” processes by observing 
people’s verbal reports of their beliefs, feelings, and preferences. Today, few strict “behav-
iorists” remain who reject the study of cognitive processes. This was an important issue 
for students of mass communication who came later. The study of such factors as selective 
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perception, influenced by opinions, attitudes, and beliefs, has been widely accepted by 
psychologists as legitimate in scientific research, offering important clues to patterns of 
individual behavior.

Learning and Memory

During the late 1800s and early 1900s, a natural question for psychologists was this: If the 
human individual has all of these “mental” factors, where do they come from? One early 
answer was that they were inherited as part of the genetic characteristics of human beings. 
Another equally old answer was that human knowledge and superior mental capacities were 
acquired through experience—that is, through learning. These two very different views pro-
vided the foundation for a great controversy as to the origins of human nature. Do human 
beings have their superior mental capacities due to some natural (inherited) process, or do 
they acquire them in some way through nurturing experiences (learning) in their environment.

The Nature-Nurture Debate

The idea that human beings come into this world already equipped with a superior intellect 
was a very old one. For centuries, the superiority of human beings over animals was attrib-
uted to their creation by God in His own image. This meant that new generations inherited 
their superior mental properties. The creationist accounts were almost universally accepted 
until Charles Darwin advanced a very different interpretation of human origins in 1854. 
He offered scientific evidence (and a theory) that there had been a long process of biolog-
ical evolution through “natural selection,” during which the condition of human beings 
improved as they adapted more and more successfully to their environments. At the time, 
many people were unwilling to accept that idea (and some feel the same today).

Darwin’s ideas not only set off a fierce debate between creationists and evolutionists, 
but it also led to increased psychological attention to the role of the brain and the nervous 
system in determining human conduct.8 During the early and mid-1800s, great discover-
ies had been made concerning the nature and functioning of the human body, including 
various areas of the brain.9 This led many psychologists to believe that the behavior of the 
human individual was highly controlled by his or her biological inheritance—whatever the 
origin of the human species. One important theory that was derived from this principle 
was that, like other animals, each human being inherited a set of complex and more-or-less 
identical instincts.

Instincts, it was believed, were not learned but inherited—and they provided automatic 
guides that shaped much of our behavior. Indeed, this was a very respected and widely held 
view as the 1900s began. A major spokesman for this view was John Watson, a renowned 
psychologist at the time. He maintained that inherited human instincts determined how 
people behave with respect to such activities as hunting, fighting, maternal care, gregar-
iousness, imitation, and play.10 Other experts had more extensive lists. Students in psy-
chology courses at the time of World War I typically had to memorize long lists of human 
instincts in preparation for their exams.

Another ancient answer (going back to Plato) concerning the origin of superior human 
mental processes was that each individual started out at birth as a tabula rasa—a blank 
slate—in terms of mental factors. This meant that the source of the human mind, the supe-
rior mental condition of human beings (as compared to animals), was a product of their 
experience as they came to know the physical and social world in which they lived. A later 
idea, advanced by Descartes, was mind-body dualism. The body was a mere mechanical 
system, while the mind existed in separate spheres of existence.11
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Learning

These confusing and often conflicting ideas about the human mind and how it developed 
began to be sorted out as the 1800s came to a close. It became increasingly clear that the 
responses people made to patterns of stimuli that they perceived were indeed a product 
of learning. The study of learning, through experiments with both animals and human 
subjects, began in earnest during the last decade of the 1800s. As the new century began, 
it quickly became, by some accounts, the central concept studied by psychologists during 
the twentieth century. Today, there are a large number of theories about different types of 
learning that continue to be studied in experiments and other settings.12

Some of the first experiments on learning were conducted on animals. Perhaps the best 
know were those of Ivan Pavlov. In 1905 he started by having a dog strapped into a kind 
of harness. He then repeatedly sounded a bell to see what happened. Actually, nothing 
happened. There was no reason it should. The bell had no significance for the dog, and 
Pavlov knew that this would be the case. He wanted to establish that as a baseline fact. 
Then he shifted his strategy. He would sound the bell and then inject meat powder into the 
dog’s mouth. The dog would salivate. That was a “natural response” to the meat powder 
stimulus. Pavlov then began repeatedly to sound the bell and follow it shortly afterward 
with the meat powder. After a few trials, the dog would salivate at the sound of the bell 
alone—without the meat powder. That was a very unnatural situation. A natural reflex had 
been called out by a very unnatural stimulus. Pavlov called this “conditioning.” It was a 
form of learning that no one had ever demonstrated before. He continued with many other 
complex experiments, but the basic idea was always the same. The animals learned to 
respond to stimuli that had never before triggered a natural response.

Pavlov’s work set off great debates about the role and nature of learning, particularly in 
human behavior. The great nature vs. nurture debate took a new turn. Other experiments 
conducted before and after Pavlov published his findings raised the possibility that the 
cognitive processes that seemed so important to many in determining human conduct 
were learned in various ways. One outcome of the intense focus on learning was that it 
increasingly called into question the whole concept of instinct-determined behavior in 
human beings. In fact, by the late 1920s, the nurture (learning) side of the debate became 
predominant, and the idea that human behavior was governed by an elaborate list of 
inborn instincts was virtually abandoned.

Learning implies that human beings acquire habits— meaning that particular stimuli 
are very likely to call out specific forms of response regularly in the individual. This is a bit 
different from the ordinary person’s use of the term “habit,” but the idea is that learning 
stabilizes behavior around relatively predictable forms of conduct. A number of learning the-
ories addressed this issue, exploring how this consequence takes place. By about 1950, at 
least a dozen different theories of learning were under systematic study.13

Social Learning

Today, the process of learning remains under vigorous examination. Of particular interest 
to students of the influences of mass communications is the general theory of social learn-
ing. Introduced in 1950 by psychologists Dollard and Miller, the basic idea is that people 
actively learn from observing the behavior of others in their society. They acquire certain 
ways of thinking and acting that are “reinforced” by others around them. These become 
a part of their habit structure.14 A version called observational learning was described by 
psychologist Albert Bandura in the 1970s.15 Earlier, in experiments done during the 1960s, 
he was able to show that children can acquire very complicated new behaviors—including 



84 The Intellectual Foundations of Media Studies

acting aggressively—by directly observing the activities of others who demonstrate or 
“model” those patterns.16 This research and social learning theory, in general, will be dis-
cussed more fully in Chapter 16.

Incidental Learning

Another important form of social learning takes place almost accidentally from observing 
what people do and say as they are depicted in mass communications. What is called inci-
dental learning has long been central to efforts to assess the effects of the visual media—
especially television and motion pictures—that present depictions of people acting out 
social roles and other forms of behavior. Such learning is subtle and unwitting. It takes 
place when a person goes to media content for purposes of entertainment—for fun and 
diversion—or even to the news for information. That individual may have no intention of 
learning about whatever is in the content and indeed may have no realization that such 
a process is taking place. Nevertheless, while being entertained or informed, the person 
unwittingly acquires understandings, knowledge, and beliefs about the topics, people, or 
situations being presented.

As noted, incidental learning theory is derived from the more general social learning 
theory developed by psychologist Albert Bandura in the 1960s.17 The formal version of inci-
dental learning theory is also drawn from the 1970s application of Bandura’s theory by 
Donald Roberts and Wilbur Schramm to social learning from television.18 The other closely 
related theory of the effects of human communication was discussed in Chapter 3—the 
much older “social construction of reality” theory originally set forth in 387 B.C. by Plato 
in his Republic and specifically in the allegory of the cave.19 In addition, the theory of uses 
and gratifications (Chapter 15) is implied. That theory explains the reasons for which audi-
ences seek out and attend to many forms of media content in the first place.

It is important to understand the basics of all of these related psychological theories. 
They can provide explanations of the process by which audiences seek media content for 
information or gratification, and then, from their exposure, develop beliefs, ideas, and 
attitudes toward significant features of their social environment.

Socialization and Enculturation

Gaining an understanding of the nature of the norms, roles, ranking systems, and behavio-
ral controls that are present in the social organization patterns of various kinds of human 
groups—such as from one’s family and circle of friends, large associations, and even soci-
ety itself—is also a product of learning. Sociologists refer to the process as socialization. 
Simply put, it is by that process that individuals acquire understandings of how one is 
“expected” to behave in the groups to which they belong. For example, a recruit entering 
the military has to undergo a process of acquiring and adopting the norms, the roles, the 
ranking system, and the nature of social controls used in that setting in order to fit in and 
act effectively as a group member. Thus, “socialization” is a process that begins early and 
continues through life as one enters many kinds of groups—to become a member of a 
family, a student in various schools, a worker on the job, a father or mother, a member of 
a community or a society, and so on.

A related concept used by anthropologists is enculturation. This refers to the process by 
which a person acquires and internalizes knowledge about the entire culture of a society. 
An example would be an immigrant coming from a society in which the Chinese way of 
life is standard and then learning the different ways of life and behavioral expectations of 
the culture of the United States.
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As indicated, the mass media can play a part in the socialization process by presenting 
depictions of social groups. Again, incidental and social learning can play a part in the 
social construction of reality. For example, a person may never have been arrested or 
brought to trial for a crime. However, by viewing many TV dramas or movies where such 
events take place, that individual can readily learn—either deliberately or unwittingly—
what each player (judge, prosecutor, witnesses, defendant, etc.) does in such a social setting. 
Thus, through a process of observational and incidental learning from media depictions, 
one can develop social constructions of reality of the nature of many kinds of groups and 
acquire understandings of the patterns of social expectations that the actors have of each 
other in such a context.

Memory

Along with learning, the process of forgetting came under study during the last part of the 
1800s. It has an obvious relationship to learning. That is, how long and how accurately 
does something that is learned remain in memory? The most famous early experiments 
on memory and forgetting were those of Hermann Ebbinghaus, done during the 1880s.20 
What happened was that he, like other early psychologists of the time, rejected the analysis 
of memory through the use of logic and debate alone and decided to conduct a system-
atic observational study. However, there was a problem. An observer cannot see into the 
memory of another person. How, then, can the necessary empirical observations be made? 
Ebbinghaus’s solution was to study himself through a process of introspection—looking 
inward at his own psychological processes.

To test and study his own memory, he first created 2,000 so-called “nonsense” syllables. 
Each consisted of two consonants separated by a noun—but in such a way that each had 
no meaning (in his German language). Examples would be yat, toc, cip, bik, rin, and so 
on. He then set about to learn various lists by rote memory. Then he would allow certain 
periods of time to elapse and test himself to see how many he could remember. The result 
was a famous “curve of forgetting,” which fell rapidly during the first few days and then 
leveled off at a low level of recall.

Today, the study of memory has become very elaborate and complex. A number of dif-
ferent types of memory have been identified, and it is well understood that information 
apprehended by the senses is processed and stored in different ways. Understanding how 
well, and under what circumstances, people can remember complex patterns of stimuli is 
an important consideration when trying to sort out the influences of particular types of 
mass communication content.

In overview, all of these pioneering efforts of the earlier psychologists provided a 
set of concepts, principles, and theories that aid greatly in trying to understand and 
explain how people attend to the media, how they select specific forms of information 
from their content, how they commit some of it to memory, and how they use what 
they have learned to guide their actions and behavioral choices. Today, psychology has 
become a broad field, based solidly on the scientific method, relying heavily (but not 
exclusively) on the experiment as a research strategy. Of greatest interest in the many 
topics that psychologists have studied is the concept of cognitive processing of informa-
tion. For example, when a person encounters configurations of stimuli while reading 
a newspaper, listening to the radio, or watching TV, a movie, or the computer screen, 
how is the information and its meanings selected, interpreted, stored, and acted upon? 
Cognitive processing theories, developed on the basis of nearly two centuries of psy-
chological investigation, help explain how this takes place among audiences in the mass 
communication process.
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The Basics of Contemporary Cognitive Processing Theory

As suggested, cognitive processing refers to the way people handle information “mentally” 
when they consciously encounter some object, event, or situation with their senses. When 
individuals have such an experience—as we all do constantly during our waking hours—
they normally identify what it is, what it means to them, and how they may need to act or 
not act toward it. Usually, some record of the experience is stored in their memory, and in 
some cases, they may need to recount it to someone else.

Stated simply in everyday terms, cognition refers to how people think and how that influ-
ences their actions. Today psychologists realize that thinking is influenced by a host of 
factors. Included are beliefs, attitudes, values, opinions, tastes, interests, stored memory 
structures, habits of attention and perception, imagery, and even intelligence. Just what 
should and should not be included in a final definition has not yet been set. But it is clear 
that each of the factors mentioned in the foregoing list, and possibly many more, play a 
part in the ways that individuals think about and decide to act during their daily experi-
ences—including when they attend to the mass media.

Selective Attention to Media Presentations

Consider the example of two people watching a newscast together. Each will have different 
patterns of attention. One, a young businesswoman, may first be aware of the clothing worn 
by the female news anchor. She may identify her suit as “sage,” a color term with which her 
male colleague will probably not be familiar when applied to clothing. If he noticed it, he 
would probably call it “sort of pale green.” The woman may also notice the anchor’s jew-
elry and hairstyle. Her colleague may be less likely to notice these features. Perhaps he first 
focuses on the video in the background while the anchor is speaking. In addition, perhaps 
the businesswoman is especially interested in financial news and pays close attention to 
those stories, but her colleague is more interested in news about health and fitness.

The basic idea being illustrated is that attention to a complex stimulus field, such as a 
news program, is highly selective. Moreover, that selectivity is consistent with the interests 
of each individual that have been established by prior learning and experience. The exam-
ples above are somewhat stereotyped—portraying a woman as interested in dress and 
colors, and a man who gives his attention to the video. It is important to note that such 
gender-linked interests are not universal. The point here is that a person’s past experiences 
build up interests in particular topics and issues, and these play a significant part in what 
media content he or she will attend to and with what pattern of intensity.

Selective Perception of Media Content

Perception on the part of a member of a media audience is a second important factor in 
cognitive processing. It is one thing to pay attention to an event, such as a news story. It is 
quite another to “make sense” out of the information that is being taken in as one views 
it. As explained earlier, perception is a cognitive process in which whatever is being appre-
hended by the person’s senses—that is, what is being seen, heard, smelled, felt, and so on—
is interpreted within a framework of meanings that the individual has already learned.

As a simple example, consider two people watching TV. Imagine they see a commercial 
for a new type of exercise equipment. One of them has little difficulty identifying what the 
device is and what it is used for. He has a prior set of meanings and a set of labels (words) 
for the TV sights and sounds that are being presented in the commercial. These enable him 
to assign appropriate meanings instantly. He does not have to ponder what the contraption 
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is, how it should be used, and then sort out whether it is relevant for him. However, the 
other person is uninterested in that particular type of equipment and may simply ignore 
the commercial without understanding in detail what is advertised.

Perception takes place virtually instantaneously. All of us see things, hear sounds, taste or 
smell things, and immediately select a label for them by assigning a word that names them. We 
know immediately that it’s a truck, a motorcycle, a candy bar, a duck, or some other familiar 
object. Then, at almost the same moment, we experience the meaning for the label we have 
assigned. We have a host of possible meanings stored in memory in association with the words 
we also store there. Thus, perception is a process that depends on selecting labels from the 
language that we share with others and meanings for those labels that we have individually 
learned from prior experience. By this means, we can interpret—that is, perceive—what our 
senses are taking in. It is an “automated” process in that we seldom have to wonder what we 
are experiencing, or try to assess it as a possible representative of many possible meanings. 
Thus, perception takes place so quickly that few of us are aware of its steps or stages.

An important feature of the process of perception is that, like attention, it is highly selec-
tive. The general principle is that meanings we assign come from our prior experience, from 
our interests, needs, and motivations. We do not assign and experience meanings randomly. 
Stated simply, what this means is that the experiences we have had in the past play a key role 
in what we attend to and the meanings we assign to what we see, hear, and so on.

Perception tends to be patterned. One of the findings of the Gestalt psychologists early in 
the twentieth century was that individuals “see” (or hear, etc.) an overall pattern when they 
apprehend something with their senses and determine its meaning. For example, when the 
businesswoman in our example saw and recognized the anchor woman, she did not just see 
a lot of individual elements—a face, a sage-colored suit, a pendant, and a hairstyle. She 
instantly saw a whole pattern—a complete person in professional dress and in a newsroom 
setting. It was the Gestalt psychologists who developed the principles of “patterning” in 
perceptions. Today, when a person perceives a scene, situation, or event as a pattern or 
configuration, it is referred to as a “Gestalt” (the name given to such patterns).

In general, then, the student of mass communication must assume that both attention to 
media presentations and perception of content are highly selective. Some of the content of 
a TV program, a movie, etc., will receive the full and immediate attention of an individual 
member of the audience. Other parts of that content will be ignored or have little meaning 
for such a person. It simply cannot be assumed that among the audience for a newscast, an 
advertisement, or a drama—or any other media presentation—that such content will be 
experienced in the same uniform way by everyone.

Limitations on Human Memory for Media Content

It is clear from dozens of studies that people do not remember news stories very well.21 Much 
the same can be said for the content presented in movies or any other information transmitted 
by any other medium. A large body of research has shown that clear differences in recall are 
found from one medium to the next—with recall from print being somewhat better than from 
broadcast or film.22 However, overall, people just do not recall media content accurately or 
fully, even immediately after it has been presented. To illustrate, in a survey study, adult view-
ers of TV news could recall the topic of slightly more than a single story from an average of 
twenty presented in a broadcast. In another study, more than half of the viewers interviewed 
could not recall the content of even a single story from a newscast that presented 19 items.23 
Even when people are phoned ahead of time, and they agree to pay close attention, they still 
could recall very little.24 Thus, a number of research reports indicate that recall of media con-
tent of any type is very limited, regardless of demographics or production variables.
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It is difficult to say why memory for such media content is so poor. Memory is an impor-
tant aspect of cognitive processing, but it is not fully understood. There are literally dozens 
and dozens of theories and concepts that have been developed to try to explain how human 
memory functions.25

Perhaps most relevant for recalling information from media presentations is the concept 
of working memory. In simple terms, we retain experience in our consciousness for at least 
a limited period, like we do when we hear a lecture in class and then take a quiz immedi-
ately afterward and do well. When we experience a more complex event, such as a news-
cast, a movie, or a TV program, we are able to describe in words much of what we have 
stored our working memory, at least for a short time. Included are both visual and spatial 
elements. Those features of memory do appear relevant and applicable in understanding 
how people recall such media content.

Schemata and Memory for Media Content

The term schema is important in understanding how we store experience in memory 
(plural is schemata). It refers to the way individuals organize and encode into mem-
ory something like a movie, a TV program, or a news story to which the person has 
attended. The term came originally from the work of Bartlett, a psychologist who stud-
ied memory for folk tales in the 1930s.26 A schema is a kind of “mental organization” 
that a person uses to remember ideas and events. Defined very simply, a schema is a 
personally organized structure of perceived and remembered experiences. Schemata 
provide the mental patterns in which we send what we perceive to memory. This is 
what takes place when we encode almost any kind of complex experience, including 
media content.

As suggested, then, each person has a unique cognitive organization. That organization 
has been developed from a lifetime of his or her prior experience. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that each individual will encode and store in working memory a personally unique 
pattern of the details and relationships perceived in a complex experience, such as attend-
ing to a media presentation.27 What this means is that one person’s schema for a particular 

 A family watches TV while using various other media, illustrating the role of selective attention and 
selective perception in the recall of information.
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news story, or some other form of media information, may be quite different from that of 
another. As psychologist R. J. Harris put it:

The way we comprehend a program we watch on TV is through a constant interaction 
of the content of the program and the knowledge already in our minds. The mind 
thinks in response to what we see and those thoughts become an important part of the 
constructive process of comprehension.28

Narration Schemata

Another related concept that helps understand how we remember media content is nar-
ration schema.29 This type of memory organization is very important for understanding 
the recall of media content because it concerns storytelling. Narration schemata for sto-
ries include identification of one or some set of actors, a number of events that the actors 
have experienced, and some set of consequences that are brought about by those events. 
This type of mental organization provides convenient categories that any member of an 
audience can use in encoding and storing the details of the Gestalt of meanings developed 
during the process of perception. It is this type of patterning of memory that enables us to 
read a book or watch a movie while remembering the identities of the actors and the details 
of the unfolding plot that have gone before. Without the ability to do this, we would not be 
able to experience the story as a coherent pattern of events.

Differences in Cognitive Functioning by Medium

A substantial body of research has indicated that features of cognitive functioning, such as 
memory, take place in different ways, depending on what medium, or what content, to which 
the audience member is attending. In general, then, nearly 200 years of psychological inves-
tigation and theory building have shown that each human being develops a cognitive organ-
ization over a long period of time as a result of his or her life experiences. That organization 
includes their knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes about the physical and social world. Broader 
sets of very general beliefs about what is important, positive or negative, in life make up a 
person’s values. Cognitive organization also includes the person’s interests in various kinds 
of things and his or her tastes and preferences that developed as a product of past experience. 
In short, the person’s entire psychological makeup plays a part in shaping the way he or she 
processes information into patterns of attention, perception, memory, and recall.

It must be remembered, however, that psychologists have not abandoned their early 
commitment to the concepts of stimulus, organism, and response. As they have turned their 
attention to the mass media and tried to unravel how their content plays a role in shaping 
the behavior of those who attend, the S–O–R framework still guides psychological think-
ing. This basic conceptualization of the field, applied to the study of mass communication, 
was posed succinctly by Spiegalman, Terilliger, and Fearing as far back as 1950:

It is important to establish…the theoretical frame of reference as a basis for hypothe-
ses [concerning media influences]…communication content is conceived to be a stim-
ulus field subject to the perceptual dynamics of the person or persons reacting in it. 
More specifically, there is conceived to be an interdependent relationship between the 
individual’s need-value system and the structural pattern presented by the content.30

Putting it all together into a single set of propositions can scarcely do justice to the com-
plexities involved in what this chapter has discussed. However, stating the relevant factors 



90 The Intellectual Foundations of Media Studies

as a set of interrelated propositions can summarize the concepts and relationships of cen-
tral importance that psychology has provided for the study of the process and influences of 
mass communication. It is clear that the fundamental S–O–R framework for interpreting 
the relationships between events in the world outside, what takes place internally, and the 
behavior that results has been retained. Obviously, psychologists have also developed over 
a long period of time a great many other perspectives, concepts, theories, and consider-
ations that are important in understanding a range of human behaviors and conditions. 
But focusing on the basics, the following will provide an important foundation for under-
standing both the process and effects of mass communication as these are addressed in a 
number of theories discussed later in this book:

Cognitive Processing Theory: A Summary

1 A person attends to and comes into contact via the senses, with some aspect of reality as 
an empirical experience. That is, a person apprehends and is aware of something, an event, 
situation, or phenomenon that has stimulated a sense of sight, hearing, touch, or smell.

2 Drawing on learned meanings stored in memory from both prior individual experi-
ence and socialization within the culture of his or her language community, the indi-
vidual perceives or assigns initial interpretations, labels, and meanings to what he or 
she is experiencing.

3 The individual evaluates the significance of the meanings of the perceived phenome-
non for his or her current and future situation. The individual sorts out its implica-
tions, deciding whether it is dangerous, amusing, neutral, or something unimportant.

4 After interpreting and assessing the phenomenon, the individual commits to memory 
the meanings and implications of what has been perceived, fitting it into schemata of 
previously remembered experience.

5 The individual reaches a decision as to what form of response or action is needed or 
appropriate, if any, in the face of the interpretation and assessment of what has been 
experienced.

6 Finally, the individual performs whatever action or other response has been selected. 
This can range from dismissing the phenomenon as trivial to complex activities and 
behavioral adjustments.

In summary, then, because of the S–O–R nature of cognitive processing and the way 
that each person does it somewhat uniquely, each member of an audience will have a dif-
ferent experience in reading news content, attending to a movie, or listening to a podcast. 
Their prior interests and experiences will lead each to pay attention to different topics and 
details. Each will construct what he or she sees and hears into different patterns of mean-
ing, using his or her interests, understandings, and prior experiences. Each will organize 
his or her schemata of experience in a different way for storage into his or her individual 
working memory. Finally, when called upon by another person to recall and retell what he 
or she saw or heard, each will come up with a somewhat different account. It is by describ-
ing and explaining these complex processes that psychology has made a truly significant 
contribution to the study of mass communication.

Questions for Discussion

1 The chapter makes the point that attention to media presentations and perception of 
content are highly selective. Some content will receive the full and immediate atten-
tion of an individual member of the audience, but other parts of that content will be 
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ignored or have little meaning for another person. It simply cannot be assumed that 
any content will be experienced in the same uniform way by everyone. What does this 
mean for professional media communicators in advertising, public relations, news, or 
entertainment industries? What steps or strategies can help?

2 What distracting things do you do while watching televised news or your favorite pro-
grams that may impact or impair your memory of the content you are viewing? For 
example, how often are you tweeting, sending text messages, or answering emails at 
the same time? What about when you are studying?
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6 The Concept of Mass Society
The Contribution of Sociology

It was a remarkable new technology. It began in the laboratories of a university known for 
its technological developments. Then a young innovator developed it into a more efficient 
form that could be used to solve practical problems. Rather quickly, better and better 
versions were developed. Soon it was efficient and practical for wide applications. Few 
could imagine in its earliest days that it would be adopted worldwide and would change the 
economies and ways of doing business in all modern societies. All that was needed was to 
determine how best to use it. When that became clear, innovative entrepreneurs applied it 
to a host of practical problems, and fortunes were made.

What are we referring to here? The airplane? Atomic energy? Computers? Satellites? The 
Internet? None of those. It was the steam engine! (Its origins and applications to printing 
were discussed in Chapter 1.) Although its principles had been understood for many years, 
an essential technological component (a condenser to cool the used steam, making it suit-
able for industrial applications) was developed and patented by James Watt in 1769. By the 
late 1700s, it was used in Great Britain to pump out mines and run machinery in factories. 
Early in the 1800s, it was already driving the wheels of industry in many places—replacing 
animals, water wheels, and windmills as energy sources—and providing the first steps in 
the development of a totally new kind of society.

Early in the 1800s, the new discipline of sociology was founded by such luminaries as 
Auguste Comte (in France) and Herbert Spencer (in England). Others, such as Ferdinand 
Toennies (in Germany) and Emile Durkheim (in France), began their analyses of the great 
transformation in society that was occurring as the Industrial Revolution—initially based 
on steam power—began to take place.

What they saw was a decline of the traditional society in which people were linked by strong 
interpersonal bonds and open channels of communication based on family ties, long-term 
friendships, and loyalties to local leaders. In its place, they saw the rise of the urban-industrial 
society in which unlike people were coming together to work in the new factories. It was a 
new society that was characterized by anonymity, a loss of strong informal rules for behavior, 
increasing social pathologies, a lonely existence in a sea of people, and greatly reduced chan-
nels of interpersonal communication. In short, it was what came to be called a mass society.

As noted in earlier chapters, this change in society had profound implications for the 
way in which communication takes place. Replacing many of the open channels of inter-
personal communication of the traditional society were those of the new mass media. At 
first, it was the daily newspaper in large cities, followed quickly by the popular magazine 
distributed nationwide. Then, with the new twentieth century, it was the movies, followed 
soon by radio and television. Now, our media include features of the Internet and its appli-
cations. One by one, these media found their place in the mass society. Earlier, if people 
wanted news, advice, or amusement, they turned to their families, friends, and neighbors. 
In the new urban-industrial society, they turned to the media of mass communication.
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Sociology has contributed significantly to our understanding of the mass society, an 
essential concept for understanding the processes and effects of mass communication. 
Indeed, even the term “mass,” in the special sense that media scholars continue to use it, 
had its origins in the field. Moreover, many of the earliest research studies and attempts 
at theory building concerning the influences of mass communications were conducted by 
sociologists. Indeed, shortly before and after World War II, the study of mass communica-
tion and its influences was one of the central research topics of sociology’s most prominent 
scholars and researchers. That is not the case today, but sociology provided a number of 
truly basic concepts and theories that remain critical to the study of the processes and 
effects of mass communication.

Our previous chapter discussed the contribution of psychology to mass communication 
theory. It is easy to confuse the two fields. How are sociology and psychology different? One 
answer is that, although sociology and psychology share the use of the scientific method, 
and they sometimes study similar issues, their most basic concepts are quite distinct. As 
indicated in Chapter 5, psychologists, in one way or another, focus on the individual. Their 
classic concerns have been the way in which the human mind works—trying to sort out 
relationships between stimuli and responses at the individual level. They do this in complex 
ways by investigating biological and cognitive factors that influence how people learn and 
show patterns of selective attention, perception, and memory—and how these and other 
factors influence personal behavior.

Sociology is much less concerned with individual S–R regularities or in ways in which 
biological factors or cognitive processes influence individual behavior. The central concept 
of sociology is social organization, which is a consequence of interaction—that is, activities 
that take place between people. By investigating the consequences of people relating to one 
another in patterned ways, sociologists study the nature of human groups. This is done by 
focusing not on the specific individual human beings who make up groups but on the regu-
larities (and irregularities) of their patterns of interpersonal behavior that can be observed 
as their members interact.

Human groups range from tiny two-person pairs, such as dating couples or friends, 
whose members relate to each other informally, to very large groups with complex and 
formal patterns of organization. The latter would include such groups as a university, a 
corporation, an army, or a government bureaucracy. The largest group of all would be an 
entire society. By studying groups of many sizes and kinds, sociologists identify the basic 
features of all patterns of social organization.

The concept of social organization is not difficult to understand. One feature is a group’s 
norms (shared rules for behavior that are supposed to be followed by all members). A 
second is a group’s interrelated structure of roles (specialized parts played by members in 
distinct positions within the group). A third feature is a group’s system of ranks (its levels 
or “strata,” based on rewards, power, or status). The fourth feature is how members of a 
group enforce their pattern of organization through different techniques of social control 
(by applying various forms of rewards and punishments).

All groups have norms, roles, ranks, and controls. Those with effective patterns of social 
organization are characterized by stability. Those whose patterns are unstable or disor-
ganized are often characterized by deviant behavior, with many unwanted consequences. 
These ideas are important, not only to the sociological study of groups but also in trying 
to unravel the influences of mass communications—which often depict people deviating 
from accepted features of social organization in entertainment and other content.

Essentially, then, sociology, like psychology, emerged from philosophy during the 1800s. 
Philosophers had for centuries been interested in the nature of societies and their rules 
for behavior. For more than 2,000 years, they sought answers to the question “what is a 
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‘just’ society?” That is, how can a society be designed and implemented so that everyone is 
treated fairly? Obviously, that question remains central even today—not only for sociolo-
gists but for everyone.

A useful perspective on the contributions of sociology to the study of mass commu-
nication can be attained by contrasting the characteristics of traditional society—which 
existed before industrialization and mass media came along, with those of urban-industrial 
society, which developed during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was out of 
this transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft (German terms for “traditional” vs. 
“urban-industrial” societies) that a need for the field of sociology became apparent. 
The new field developed as a means of assessing and understanding the implications 
of the emerging social order for human beings. The key ideas from classic sociology for 
the study of mass communication, then, are related to the master concept of industrial-
ization. These include role specialization, social stratification, migration, urbanization, 
and social diversity.

Briefly, “industrialization” refers to the change from a society in which the population 
is overwhelmingly engaged in agriculture to one in which manufacturing (and later the 
provision of services) predominates. As factories developed and as a host of supporting 
industries and services grew with them, the division of labor became increasingly elab-
orate. That is, there was an increase in role specialization. That, in turn, led to a great 
increase in social stratification—an increasingly complex “layering” of society with people 
in many different socioeconomic classes characterized by differences in income, power, 
status, authority, and lifestyles.

In addition, as a result of the increasing availability of jobs and opportunities in the 
emerging industrial society, people migrated, especially from farms and villages to the 
city, throughout the nineteenth century. Because jobs were available in factories and 
related service industries, people also migrated from one country to another as well as 
from farms to towns and cities and from one region of a country to another. That process 
continues even today. With many kinds of different people brought together, the society 
became characterized by great social diversity. That is, unlike people had been brought 
together—people with different languages, customs, religions, and political beliefs. They 
developed greatly different needs, tastes, interests, and outlooks based on such factors as 
age, income, gender, race, ethnicity, and cultural background. All of these factors have 
produced audiences of great diversity for mass communication today.

The Traditional Society: The Gemeinschaft

To appreciate how different contemporary societies are from those that characterized 
human life before industrialization, it is useful to compare the two. Long before contem-
porary mass media were even dreamed of, human beings lived in what are usually called 
traditional societies. A term developed for this type of traditional society was Gemeinschaft. 
It was first used in the late 1880s by the German sociologist Ferdinand Toennies. As a 
young man, he saw what was happening in his home province of Schleswig-Holstein in 
Germany. It had in the past been an agricultural area of small villages, much like it had 
been since the Middle Ages. As industrialization increased, however, great changes were 
taking place. It was becoming what he called a Gesellschaft.

Life is clearly different in the traditional Gemeinschaft society compared with what it is 
in the industrialized Gesellschaft world. Communities in traditional societies are small, 
and few strangers are present. Often, the inhabitants never travel any great distance from 
where they were born. They have little or no contact with ways of life different from their 
own. Traditional societies are usually characterized by a single lifestyle—one that all the 
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inhabitants understand very well. There is no clash of cultures. Only one prevails. All 
members understand fully the customs, beliefs, and other shared aspects of living that are 
followed by all.

Shared Informal Rules for Behavior

Because the culture is so clear and binding in the traditional society, significant con-
flicts are uncommon. People are taught from birth the rules for behavior and for relating 
in acceptable ways to others in the tribe or village. It is rare for a person to violate the 
norms—the accepted ways of behaving—and risk the wrath of other members of the com-
munity. Communication takes place by word of mouth as people pass on gossip, tidings, 
advice, decisions of leaders, and even entertainment in the form of folk tales and stories.

The norms in traditional society consist of many folkways—well-accepted rules that 
govern the manner in which people relate to each other in everyday routines. Folkways 
are simply convenient guidelines and mutually understood expectations that people use 
in day-to-day matters, such as when greeting each other, serving meals, dressing, buying, 
selling, trading, and even speaking. In contrast, mores in such a society are rules that gov-
ern more critical aspects of life where deep-seated values are at stake. Mores such as “thou 
shalt not steal,” “thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife,” and so on express powerful 
injunctions that existed in traditional societies, even long before the time of Christ. Even 
today, such mores, even if unwritten, provide highly effective guidelines preventing devi-
ant behavior. If they are violated, social rejection or severe punishments are sure to follow.

Obviously, contemporary societies also have folkways and mores, but they often become 
ineffective as guidelines for conduct. In traditional societies, few dare to go against the 
rules for “proper” behavior. The social expectations of the folkways and mores, and the 
harsh punishments that were meted out for serious violations, were sufficient for con-
trolling conduct. There was little need for elaborate written codes of formal laws, a system 
of courts, police, fines, and jails. However, in more complex societies, even in early ones, 
such as in Rome, the development of legal codes was needed—and for much the same rea-
sons as in more modern societies.

A Restricted Division of Labor

The concept of a division of labor was developed more than two centuries ago by Adam 
Smith, the intellectual founder of modern capitalism.1 He used the phrase to refer to the 
different types of jobs people perform in the workforce. Later, the idea was adopted by 
sociologists to refer to almost any kind of distinct social roles and their interrelationships 
that people play in any kind of human group, whether work-related or not. The division of 
labor (in the sense of work) in the traditional society was very restricted. While there were 
specialists, such as people who make tools, wagon wheels, or people who provide religious 
leadership, there was no great diversity of occupations or of economic levels. Most people 
were farmers or, in some cases, fishermen. In truly primitive societies, the division of labor 
was even more restricted. Men were hunters and the women gatherers, with each gender 
having clear-cut responsibilities.

In traditional societies, then, there are no stockbrokers, government bureaucrats, used 
car salesmen, iPhone repair persons, news anchors, brain surgeons, school principals, or 
others in highly specialized occupations. The important point is that in a society with a 
restricted division of labor, people are similar to each other in the sense that common con-
cerns and problems are widely shared. The important point is that this makes it easy for 
them to understand their neighbors and to communicate with them effectively.
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Also, in traditional societies, the bonds between people are close. Because most do 
rather similar work, raising crops, fishing, etc., they share a common set of beliefs, skills, 
interests, and values. Among families who have lived together for many generations, their 
members know each other well, and they have strong ties to each other. Some of those 
bonds are created by intermarriage. Others are based on traditional loyalties to a leader. 
Still others may be inter-family friendships that were originally established by earlier gen-
erations but are still regarded as binding. These social ties make interpersonal communi-
cation especially open and effective.

A Social Order Based on Trust

As a result of the above conditions, among the members of a traditional society, there 
exists a higher level of personal trust than what we have in contemporary urban life. To 
understand better the kinds of bonds and the level of trust between people in a traditional 
society, consider the case of a family of farmers in such a society that needs a new wagon. 
All they have to do is to promise the wagon-maker that they will pay for it when their crop 
comes in and after they sell it. The parties shake hands on the deal, and the wagon-maker 
begins construction. The wagon is delivered, and later, when the new owners sell their 
crop, they pay fully and without question. In a traditional society, it would be unthinkable 
to dishonor one’s word or a promise made by one’s family.

Such trust prevails in all promises and agreements. If a horse is sold, the buyer has con-
fidence that the animal has not been stolen and that its state of health is just what the seller 
claims. If a marriage is arranged and approved by the families, it is assumed that all con-
cerned have been honest and that neither party will back out. While there can be the occa-
sional rogue in a traditional society, such trust and honor in relationships are the rules.

In the more modern society, such verbal promises and agreements do not work very 
well. A new and more complex system for ensuring compliance had to be developed. Emile 
Durkheim referred to it as restitutive law, based on formal contracts. If agreements are 
abrogated, the state steps in—providing courts for lawsuits, in which restitution can be 
gained for the injured parties. If one sets out to buy a truck, for example, there are bind-
ing contracts to be signed and credit arrangements to be made. If the terms are violated, 
serious legal issues arise.

A Limited Need for Media

In traditional societies, there is no need for mass media. Contact with the outside world is 
unimportant, and all the news, entertainment, and instruction that is required is passed 
around among the inhabitants by word of mouth. There is no need for a constantly chang-
ing popular culture, such as a flow of new kinds of music, information about celebrity 
personalities, the latest dance steps, or innovative fashions in clothing. For recreation, 
people play traditional games that they invent themselves. They sing traditional songs, eat 
traditional foods, and dress in ways that have been followed for many generations without 
annual changes in fashion.

Are there still communities of this kind? Indeed there are. People in remote parts of 
the world still live in traditional ways. But, with the increasing spread of the media to 
even very isolated areas, such ways of life are rapidly disappearing. When a television set 
comes to an inaccessible agricultural village or to a hut in the center of the Amazon rain 
forest, the people who live there see a world that they never dreamed existed. At that point, 
change begins. The remarkable artifacts and very different ways of life that they see on 
their screens among people in more developed societies often seem very attractive to those 
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who have lived in simpler ways. Indeed, such a flow of information, bringing new ideas, 
innovative products, and nontraditional values can alter a traditional culture in a short 
time. One of the great questions of our time is whether this is good or bad. Ultimately, it 
depends on one’s point of view and personal feelings about preserving existing cultures, 
but it is happening at an increasing pace, and the media play a central role.

Industrialization and the Emergence of Sociology

As the 1800s began, it was clear to a number of scholars in France, Germany, and England 
that fundamental changes were taking place, brought about by the spread of new factories. 
New towns were being developed at sites where resources for the factories were available—
water-wheel power at first, then coal for steam, and access to transportation routes by 
water and rail. Existing cities were also changing with the new economic order. As people 
came from villages, farms, or from other countries to find work in these businesses and 
industries, it seemed clear that the older traditional society was being replaced by some 
kind of new social order. It was very important, the early sociologists felt, that this new 
type of society be studied systematically and, if possible, be shaped and guided by better 
understandings that could benefit people.

A Science of Society

Specifically, during the early 1800s, the question arose as to whether it would be possible 
to develop a science of society—that is, a systematic study of the emerging social order 
based on some version of the methods of observation and explanation that were being so 
successfully used in other fields. If that could be done, some thought, such a science would 
be more effective in answering questions about how a “just” society should be organized, 
reformed if needed, and led. Using the scientific method in such a way seemed attractive, 
at least compared with continuing to rely on the traditional methods of personal insights 
and formal logic that had long characterized philosophy. When first proposed, however, 
the idea seemed doomed to failure. Critics asked how scientific methods could be used 
to study something as complex as human social conduct. Most people in the established 
sciences dismissed the idea as unworkable.

The origins of sociology as a named field, separate from philosophy and attempting to 
develop as a science of society, are usually traced to the writings of Auguste Comte. Many 
consider him the father of the field. His work The Positive Philosophy, published in parts 
between 1830 and 1842, discussed ways in which problems in a society could be analyzed 
by studying social phenomena scientifically in order to come up with solutions.2 His term 
“positive philosophy” meant a search for “knowing” based on the observational features 
and logical procedures of science.

Comte also discussed the structure of modern society during the time when the Industrial 
Revolution was getting well under way. He was especially impressed with the part played 
by specialization—what Adam Smith had called the division of labor. He did not see it as 
a problem. On the contrary, it was this, he felt, that held society together and enabled it 
to function as a whole—much in the way that the separate organs of a human body work 
together to enable a person to function effectively. Although his writing can be difficult to 
decipher, he put it this way:

Can we conceive of [a more remarkable situation than] the regular and constant 
convergence of an innumerable multitude of human beings, each possessing a 
distinct, and, in a certain degree, independent existence, and yet incessantly 
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disposed, amid all their discordance of talent and character to concur in many 
ways in the same general development, without concert, and even consciousness 
on the part of most of them, who believe that they are merely following their per-
sonal impulses?3

Essentially, then, as Compte saw it, role specialization was the “social glue” that made 
the society work. In a stable society, each person played a specialized part that provided 
some service or consequence to others, and that role activity helped to stabilize the whole.

But what would happen if there was too much specialization? As Comte saw it, if peo-
ple became too diverse in what they do and how they relate to each other, there could be 
a real danger that society would become disorganized. Such a condition would cause the 
society to lose that interdependency of roles that bound it together in the manner in which 
the organs in a human body contribute to its stability. Thus, he maintained, if a society 
became overspecialized, people would act in ways that would drive people apart. As he 
wrote:

[I have indicated…the mischievous consequences of overspecialization]. In decompos-
ing we always disperse; and the distribution of human labours must occasion certain 
individual divergencies, both intellectual and moral, which require permanent disci-
pline to keep them within bounds.4

As it turned out, this idea—that increasing diversity among members of a society would 
have negative consequences—was one of the most important ideas that came out of early 
sociology. Eventually, it was one of the central ideas that gave rise to the concept of mass 
society—one composed of unlike people with limited meaningful social relationships with 
each other, barriers to effective interpersonal communication, and with limited concern 
for those around them.

As the nineteenth century progressed, more and more changes were taking place. The 
Industrial Revolution was very clearly transforming human relationships in major ways, 
especially in England, France, and Germany, where there were large cities and factory 
towns. These changes continued to capture the imagination of sociologists who came after 
Comte. In England, for example, in 1876, Herbert Spencer wrote extensively about the 
expanding division of labor. He emphasized the mutual dependency that was developing 
between people performing different roles:

[Society] undergoes continuous growth. As it grows, its parts become unlike; it exhib-
its increase of structure. The unlike parts simultaneously conduct activities of unlike 
kinds. These activities are not simply different, but their differences are so related as to 
make one another possible. The reciprocal aid thus given causes mutual dependence 
of the parts. And the mutually-dependent parts, living by and for one another, form 
an aggregate on the same principle as an individual organism.

Spencer believed passionately that it would be wrong both ethically and economically 
to interfere in the natural progress of society. Therefore, he recommended, in the strongest 
possible terms, a policy of laissez faire (no interference) in virtually any form of social 
life—especially by the government. By not interfering in any way, he felt (anticipating 
Darwin) that the fittest would survive in every kind of activity. This would provide effective 
leaders and, in the long term, be the best way to improve society. Thus, he was little con-
cerned that overspecialization would pose problems—and, if it did, he would have been 
against doing anything about it.
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From Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft: Contrasting Social Orders

As discussed earlier, the German sociologist Ferdinand Toennies also saw that great changes 
were taking place as the modern urban-industrial society was emerging. He was not so much 
interested in the technologies of the factories and industries that had been developed as he was 
in what industrialization was doing to people. He analyzed relationships between those living 
in both the older social order and the new one that was developing as industrialization pro-
ceeded. He saw that the old traditional social order that had prevailed in village life had been 
based on strong emotionally based ties between people. They related to each other in family 
networks, they had traditional loyalties to one another that had been established through 
generations of friendships, and their fealty to their local aristocracy had been continued over 
long periods. As was noted earlier in this chapter, he called this type of social bonding, and 
the social order that it produced, a Gemeinschaft—which translates loosely into “a common 
unity based on reciprocal binding sentiments…which keeps human beings together.”5

In contrast, Toennies also saw a new kind of social order arising from the urban-indus-
trial society that was developing. In modern German, the term Gesellschaft means “busi-
ness company.” As in business, the basis of this new order was the formal and legally 
binding contract that defined relationships between people. In the earlier social order, a 
transaction such as a sale of a crop or animal or the terms of employment was negotiated 
informally between the parties and then sealed with a handshake. A person’s word was suf-
ficient, and people lived up to the agreements that they had made without question. If they 
did not, they would be disgraced in their community. In the new social order, that element 
of trust and dependability was vanishing. To make sure that an agreement was honored, it 
was necessary for the parties to sign a contract that had the formal enforcement powers of 
the state behind it. That is precisely what people do in such societies when they buy a car 
on payments, obtain a mortgage, or even accept employment.

The significance of these ideas of major social change was that the informal web of trust 
was disappearing in human relationships as the urban-industrial society continued to 
develop. People were increasingly anonymous—that is, “isolated” from each other in terms 
of social ties that were close, meaningful, and emotionally significant. Thus, as Toennies 
saw it, the individual in modern society was not only more and more obligated by the 
formal obligations of the contract but also slowly was losing those “reciprocal binding 
sentiments” that characterized the foundation of the earlier social order.

Anonymity and Anomie

In France, near the end of the century (1893), Emile Durkheim added important elements 
to this emerging view of the urban-industrial society. In his work The Division of Labor 
in Society, he pulled together many of the ideas of earlier sociologists, such as Comte, 
Spencer, and Toennies, into an explanation of how the conditions of the new urban-in-
dustrial order were changing both society and the individual. Like Comte, he understood 
that the division of labor, with reciprocal role relationships, held society together. It was 
the source, he said, of social solidarity. Even though the people in such a society did not 
know each other, or even if they did not even like each other, their individual contributions 
through their specialized activities stabilized the society.

On the downside, Durkheim maintained, was the fact that in a highly specialized social 
order, people did not share the same beliefs and commitments. The farmer had little in 
common with the operator of a machine in a factory. That person, in turn, was very unlike 
a nurse in a hospital, who was still different from a carpenter. It would be difficult for such 
unlike people to develop meaningful social bonds. Indeed, they would have so little in 
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common that it might even be difficult for them to engage in an extended conversation. In 
other words, great specialization led to increased anonymity, a condition of psychological 
isolation for individuals in society.

Psychological isolation brought about by great social heterogeneity would lead, Durkheim 
felt, to a condition of anomie. This, he explained, is a condition of society in which its norms 
are no longer effective. They are neither shared nor seen as important because people do 
not care about others around them who are seen as unlike themselves. The term translates 
awkwardly into “a condition of normlessness.” As this becomes a characteristic of a social 
order, more and more people engage in deviant behavior—activities not effectively inhibited 
by the existing norms. In that case, the older social controls, such as the critical opinions of 
others, become ineffective. Formal controls have to take over—more laws, police, courts, 
fines, and jails—to maintain order. Thus, he saw the need for systems of restitutive law.

Generally, then, by the end of the 1800s, sociologists had put together a compelling 
picture of the emerging urban-industrial society. It was a society in which factory work 
was rapidly replacing agricultural pursuits. It was one in which diverse people had flocked 
to new industrial cities to work on assembly lines or to perform tasks alongside of others 
who were not like them and about whom they cared little. It was a society in which older 
ties based on family, long-established friendships, and traditional loyalties did not bind 
people together. Social bonds of that type had been replaced by the contract. In such a sit-
uation, people were increasingly isolated socially, anonymous to each other, and relatively 
unchecked by traditional and shared social norms. These were all ideas that would provide 
the intellectual foundation for the concept of a “mass” society.

The Contemporary Urban-Industrial Society: The Gesellschaft

Are these ideas from classic sociological theory valid today? Many would say yes—at least 
in part. It is very clear that life in the urban-industrial society today is very different than 
it has been at any other period of history. Above all, contemporary populations are char-
acterized by great diversity and consequently a certain loss of trust.

Diversity and a Loss of Trust

In modern society, there are few counterparts of the family in the traditional society who 
seals the deal for the wagon with a handshake. If you need to buy its contemporary coun-
terpart (say a pickup truck), you visit an auto dealership or a used car lot. If you proposed 
to the people who work there that they allow you to drive away with a vehicle on the basis of 
a handshake and a verbal promise to pay in the future, they obviously would not take you 
seriously. Instead, after selecting the truck you intend to purchase, there would be discus-
sions of your credit rating and your down payment and ability to pay monthly. Documents 
to be signed would outline the problems that you would face if you failed to meet the sched-
ule of payments. Thus, instead of a handshake, a formal and legally binding contract would 
spell out in detail the rights, duties, and obligations of both seller and buyer.

This movement from verbally binding promises and handshakes to legally binding for-
mal contracts that define relationships between people has turned out to be one of the 
major characteristics of the contemporary urban-industrial society. Contracts are not 
backed up solely by conceptions of personal honor and beliefs about trustworthiness. 
As we explained, they are regulated and enforced by the state through a body of what 
Durkheim termed restitutive laws. But even greater changes in norms were needed. Thus, 
as the industrial order developed, increasingly complex formal systems of laws became 
common, replacing reliance on folkways and mores.
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Formal Systems of Control

As discussed, under the Gesellschaft conditions of the mass society, the means of con-
trolling behavior are very different than they are in a more traditional setting. Because 
people do not share a single common and unifying culture, there is no one set of shared 
folkways and mores that serves as an effective guide to conduct. Different categories of 
people with different goals compete with each other for advantage. Familiar examples 
are management vs. labor, black vs. white, farmers vs. city dwellers, republicans vs. dem-
ocrats, and the well-to-do vs. the poor. When one group gains, the other often loses. 
Competition between categories can easily lead to conflict. Too often, conflict leads to 
aggression. Aggression can be dangerous. In fact, competition, conflict, and aggression 
are common in urban-industrial societies. In such a society, there must be a much greater 
reliance on police, criminal laws, courts, fines, and prisons to keep order.

The Decline of Interpersonal Communication

In summary, then, people in contemporary urban-industrial societies frequently feel that 
others around them are different from themselves, often unpredictable, and potentially 
dangerous. For that reason, casual social contacts are limited, and many people prefer 
to remain anonymous. When people are wary of each other, they are much less likely to 
communicate readily. People from very different backgrounds feel that they have little or 
nothing in common—which indeed may be true. Few people feel completely comfortable 
in engaging in conversation with strangers on elevators, in stores, on the subway or air-
planes, or in other public places.

An important consequence of the development of this type of social order is that when 
trusted interpersonal channels of communication become less available, other chan-
nels are needed to replace them. People still need a great deal of practical information, 
advice, entertainment, and news. If trusted interpersonal advisors are not available, if 
recreation cannot be found among family and close friends, and if the person-to-person 
networks for news and gossip are closed, then other means of getting such information 

 Competition, conflict, and aggression are common in contemporary urban-industrial societies 
where people often feel that others around them are different from themselves. Competition between 
categories of people can lead to conflict, and too often, conflict leads to aggression.
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must be used. In modern societies, these were conditions that made print, broadcast, and 
other media so readily acceptable and useful. They became substitutes for the interper-
sonal channels that served people effectively in the traditional society. This leads people 
to be much more dependent on the mass media as sources for practical information that 
they need, rather than on family members, friends, and others, such as is the case in the 
traditional society.

The Theoretical Concept of the “Mass”

Many of the features of modern urban-industrial societies were incorporated by sociolo-
gists into a theoretical concept that they termed the “mass.” It was developed to describe 
the basic or essential nature of urban-industrial social order. The term also became stand-
ard for referring to our contemporary media. It played a key role in the development of 
the first theory of the process and effects of mass communication. That theory, presented 
in Chapter 9, became known as the magic bullet theory. Now discredited and abandoned, 
nevertheless, it is of historical importance, not only because it was the first but also because 
it incorporated the conception of the mass as a major description of the urban-industrial 
society.

Mass communication expanded greatly as the 1900s began and also with the new media 
of the twenty-first century. It is important, therefore, to look systematically at the classic 
sociological conception of the “mass,” especially as it was applied in developing some of 
the first theories of “mass” communication.

Psychological Isolation in the “Mass”

The most widely quoted definition of the “mass” is that developed by sociologist Herbert 
Blumer in 1946. In this instance, he was not considering the concept in connection with 
mass communication but in terms of how earlier sociologists had portrayed the way in 
which modern society was developing as a result of the great social changes that had taken 
place during the Industrial Revolution. The mixing of people and cultures that resulted 
from migrations, urbanization, and the changing social stratification, he stressed, were 
resulting in the isolated nature of individuals in the populations of modern societies. That 
is, the mass:

has no social organization, no body of custom and tradition, no set of established 
rules and rituals, no organized group of sentiments, no structure of status roles, and 
no established leadership. It merely consists of an aggregation of isolated individuals 
who are separate, detached, anonymous.6

The “Mass” and the Media

In 1953, Eliot Friedson discussed the relationship between this sociological conception of 
the mass and the audiences of mass communication. Perhaps the closest fit between the 
terms “audience” and “mass,” he maintained, can be seen in the case of going to the mov-
ies. This relationship, Friedson points out, was analyzed in an article by Herbert Blumer 
in 1936. Friedson summarized the idea in the following terms:

In attending to movies, members of the audience are anonymous, heterogeneous, 
unorganized and spatially separated, and the content of the movies is concerned with 
something that lies outside the local lives of the spectators.7
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Linking the idea of the mass to the concept of “audience” then reinforced the idea of “mass 
communication.” Thus, the concept of “mass” has survived in modern times. And, more impor-
tant, it brought with it a conception of audiences that persists in the thinking of at least some 
segments of the public. As later chapters will show, communication scholars no longer think of 
audiences in this way (as a “mass”). Nevertheless, the term has persisted in the social sciences. 
By 1959, sociologists were still defining the mass and mass society in the following terms:

Modern society is made up of masses in the sense that ‘there has emerged a vast mass 
of segregated, isolated individuals, interdependent in all sorts of specialized ways yet 
lacking in any central unifying value or purpose.’ The weakening of traditional bonds, 
the growth of rationality, and the division of labor, have created societies made up of 
individuals who are only loosely bound together. In this sense, the word “mass” sug-
gests something closer to an aggregate than to a tightly knit social group.8

Other scholars, especially Europeans, have offered somewhat different interpretations in 
more recent years. Their key idea is that the large numbers that make up the mass make com-
munication between them difficult. While this is consistent with the concept of anonymity 
and isolation, it seems, for some writers, to produce a dangerous or menacing situation:

[Large numbers turn] industrious people into a dangerous, rioting, frame-breaking 
mob. The normal channels of communication being disrupted, that mob appeared to 
steady and wealthy citizens like Frankenstein’s monster. One of the very few voices 
that denounced that image was Lord Byron in his first parliamentary speech at the 
House of Lords on the twelfth of April, 1812. ‘You call these men a mob,’ he told his 
peers, and yet they are the workers who produce your wealth, the servants who ensure 
your comfort, the soldiers who fight for your freedom. The concept of the mass thus 
stems from the inability to recognize a workable communication organization in a 
very large group.9

In summary, then, in the classic concept of the mass, each person in society is said to be 
a sort of isolated unit in a state of psychological anonymity with respect to others. This 
means that they are in a very impersonal environment. Under these conditions, they are 
presumed to be virtually free from informal binding social obligations and from the kinds 
of controls people exercise over each other when the opinions of others count heavily. This, 
of course, makes networks of interpersonal communication difficult to maintain, and it 
reduces the degree to which people control each other on the basis of opinions, norms, and 
shared standards of behavior.

Early Interpretations of the Effects of “Mass” Newspapers

The earliest assessments by sociologists of the influences of mass communication were 
that they were powerful indeed. For example, by the late 1800s, when the daily (so-called 
“mass”) newspaper had come into wide use, scholars of the time were convinced that this 
new form of human communication had truly great power. The noted French jurist and 
sociologist Gabriel Tarde was convinced that they had a profound influence, even on peo-
ples’ conversations. In 1898, he wrote that:

We shall never know and can never imagine to what degree newspapers have trans-
formed, both enriched and leveled, unified in space and diversified in time the conversa-
tions of individuals. Even those who do not read newspapers but who, talking to those 
who do, are forced to follow the groove of their borrowed thoughts.10
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Tarde believed that, in some ways, the newspaper was a threat to society. In his role as a 
judge and criminologist, he saw the medium as a destructive element leading youth astray. 
He observed that students were reading crime stories in the newspapers of his time and 
that this was having a corrupting effect on them. It would be far better, he believed, if they 
would spend their time in libraries that would provide healthier mental nourishment.

But it is the trashy and malicious press, scandal-mongering, riddled with court cases, 
that awaits the student when he leaves school. The little newspaper, supplementing the 
little drink, alcoholizes his heart.11

Other social scientists of the period saw things differently and were convinced that there 
were equally powerful but more favorable effects of the new type of newspaper. For exam-
ple, early in the 1900s, Charles Horton Cooley, a distinguished sociologist, used two con-
cepts to describe their influences—enlargement and animation. The idea of enlargement, 
as Cooley explained it, referred to an expansion and improvement of the human mind. 
Newspapers, he wrote, have brought about major changes in human nature. As he put it:

They make it possible for society to be organized more and more on the higher facul-
ties of man, on intelligence and sympathy, rather than on authority, caste and routine. 
They mean freedom, outlook, indefinite possibility.12

The reason for this change, Cooley noted, was that in earlier times, communication 
took place mainly by word of mouth or, at best, via slow and limited postal facilities. Most 
people had little knowledge of events and affairs that were taking place at any significant 
distance beyond the immediate area or region in which their home, farm, or village was 
located. Thus, at the time, there was no counterpart of what we now think of as “news.” 
With the arrival of the common newspaper, kept up to date by the telegraph and other 
means, people’s understanding of events farther away expanded greatly. Cooley inter-
preted this as a truly profound effect. He wrote:

People are far more aware today to what is going on in China, if that happens to inter-
est them, than they were then to events a hundred miles away.13

Thus, he saw the new medium as having powerful, but on the whole very positive, conse-
quences. The papers that regularly brought news of the outside world, he believed, resulted 
in both an enlargement and quickening of the human mind.

Within a short time, however, new ways of generating valid and reliable knowledge 
about human behavior would be developed by social scientists. These new strategies would 
permit both psychologists and sociologists to investigate the influences of mass commu-
nications through empirical research. It began in the 1920s when methods and procedures 
for conducting quantitative research were adapted from their earlier use in the agricultural 
and biological sciences. This brought a transformation in the way knowledge was being 
developed about individual conduct and social life. In particular, statistics and survey 
methods based on representative sampling provided the strategies for the study of many 
kinds of human activities. Among them were the influences of mass communication. As 
this trend continued, empirical and quantitative research on the effects of mass communi-
cations—based on the adapted rules of science, incorporated into the study of human con-
duct and social life—began to reveal more valid conclusions about the process and effects 
of mass communication. The broad interpretations of the effects of the media provided by 
such observers as Tarde and Cooley were no longer as relevant.

During much of the 1900s, it was sociologists—and to some degree social psychologists—
who took the lead in studying the mass media. Survey and experimental methodology had 
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been refined to a point where such social scientists could test hypotheses about the influ-
ence of specific kinds of content on specific kinds of audiences. By mid-century, however, 
scholars interested in the systematic study of the mass media began to establish the field 
of media studies as a separate discipline. As the number of universities offering formal 
degree programs focusing specifically on media studies increased, research on the process 
and effects of mass communication in many ways shifted from the social sciences to the 
new discipline of mass communication. In any case, the field of sociology left a legacy of 
research findings and theory that are now an important part of the foundation on which 
mass communication research and theory building developed and now rests. One of the 
most important of these contributions was the theory of mass society—from which, as 
noted, the term “mass” media is derived.

The Theory of Mass Society: A Summary

The concept of the mass and its interpretations of the nature of urban-industrial social 
order, especially as it differed from the earlier traditional society, can be brought together 
into a formal theory. This theory represents a summary and consolidation of the conclu-
sions of a number of sociologists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who observed 
those changes in their lifetimes. While it may or may not accurately describe all urban 
industrial societies today, it provides a valuable and interesting perspective on the social 
conditions within which contemporary mass media exist. The theory of mass society can 
be stated in the following set of propositions:

1 Social diversity in society increases as a result of the mixing of unlike populations 
through migrations, the growing complexity of the division of labor, and the develop-
ment of distinctive socioeconomic levels of reward, power, consumption, and lifestyles.

2 Increased diversity erodes consensus concerning a central set of traditional cultural 
norms and values, reducing their effectiveness in maintaining conformity through 
informal social controls and resulting in an increase in the incidence of deviant 
behavior.

3 As informal controls become less effective, the use of formal controls replaces them 
in the form of contracts, litigation, laws, police, and prisons. As a result, relationships 
within the society become more impersonal.

4 Competition between diverse people leads to an increase in conflicts between unlike 
segments of the population, who pursue mutually unattainable goals and who are 
unable to resolve their differences through informal communication, negotiation, and 
accommodation.

5 As conflict increases, open and easy communication between people as a basis for 
maintaining consensus and social cohesion in society becomes increasingly difficult, 
leading to distrust, prejudice, alienation, social rejection, and personal isolation.

6 Therefore, a “mass” society develops, composed of socially isolated individuals, with 
fewer and fewer meaningful interpersonal bonds that can serve as the basis of open 
and informal channels of communication.

The Mass Society as an Abstract Model

It requires no stretch of the imagination to see that there has never really been a true and 
total mass society, and in this book, there is no assumption that it exists today. It is true, 
however, that modern Gesellschaft societies are very different from the older Gemeinschaft-
type, pre-industrial ones and that they do indeed have at least some of the features of the 
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mass. Obviously, in the modern city, people are not entirely anonymous or without ties to 
others. Modern sociologists are fully aware of this, and their research tracks the ties and 
interpersonal influences that do exist between people. Today’s citizens in urban-industrial 
societies get to know at least some of their neighbors. They establish relationships with 
people at work, at school, in churches, and elsewhere. Members of their families may live 
in the same city and visit often. People join numerous voluntary organizations, clubs, and 
associations. Therefore, an entire population of totally anonymous people with no social 
obligations to others would be difficult, or more likely impossible, to find.

In spite of its sometimes unrealistic assumptions, however, the theory of mass society 
has value. It was developed in its time as an exaggeration—as a kind of abstract intellectual 
model that could be used for comparing traditional and modern societies. Sociologists 
sometimes refer to such models as “ideal types.” This does not mean “ideal” in the sense 
of desirable. Instead, it refers to a deliberately formulated conceptual pattern that can aid 
in understanding what is taking place in a real-world situation.

Constructing abstract “models” is common in science. Examples are the computer mod-
els of hurricanes or tornados that are used by meteorologists. These models do not reflect 
all of the characteristics of a real hurricane or tornado. They are abstractions that empha-
size or even exaggerate the critical aspects of such storms. Nevertheless, they can help in 
trying to predict how real ones will behave. Similar models are generated by oceanogra-
phers when they study the flow of huge ocean currents, by physicists who develop models 
of atomic structures, and so on. For sociologists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, studying the changes brought by the Industrial Revolution, the concept of the 
mass society was an abstraction (a model) that could be used to help interpret many of the 
important trends and conditions that were making the new and emerging urban-industrial 
societies different from more traditional communities.

Mass Society and Audience Diversity

If it can be assumed that large cities in the United States today do indeed have at least 
some of the characteristics that are set forth in theories of the mass, it is little wonder that 
citizens believe themselves to be among diverse people and in anonymous, impersonal 
social relationships. Today’s urban populations are very heterogeneous, with many social 
classes, lifestyles, ethnic and racial categories, religious beliefs, political affiliations, val-
ues, tastes, interests, and other factors. Sociologists study these differences among social 
categories and individuals constantly to develop understandings of how they influence the 
human condition in society today.

It would be difficult for individuals to get all information that they need in a diverse 
society solely through interpersonal communication, such as from neighbors. If they have 
moved to the city from a small town, as many have, it is immediately clear to them that 
life is very different in the urban setting than in the more traditional communities in which 
they grew up. While no city in the United States today has all of the Gesellschaft charac-
teristics included in the theoretical concept of the mass society, that abstract model does 
help to explain why it is that people in urban-industrial societies often turn to mass media 
to obtain information or gratification that they need, rather than more to neighbors or 
even friends and family.

Generally, then, in the development of theories of mass communication, many of the 
basic concepts developed and studied intensively by sociologists are essential. The great 
diversity of modern audiences is quite clearly a result of all of the factors noted above. Those 
differences have indeed resulted from the remarkable changes that took place in the tran-
sition from traditional to urban-industrial society—from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft.
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Questions for Discussion

1 What does the “mass” in mass communication refer to? Many assume it simply refers 
to large numbers of people to whom communications are directed. But in a classic 
sociological sense, what else does this concept include? Discuss the meaning of “mass” 
communication.

2 Competition, conflict, and aggression are common in urban-industrial societies where 
different categories of people with different goals compete with each other, and that 
competition can often lead to conflict. What factors are at the foundation or the heart 
of this conflict? Can you give recent examples of this?
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7 James Bryce’s 19th Century Theory 
of Public Opinion and the Press

James Bryce was a British political philosopher who traveled extensively throughout the 
United States during the 1880s. The purpose of his travels was to study and write about the 
American democracy, which at the time was still a rather new and unique form of govern-
ment. It had withstood a civil war, and it seemed to be doing well. Moreover, it was differ-
ent from other democracies that had developed elsewhere. In a multivolume work, Bryce 
set forth a theory of the formation, nature, and power of public opinion in that democracy. 
His theory emphasized a central role for newspapers (which were the only news media 
of the period). Today, as new communications technologies have been added to the role 
that newspapers played in Bryce’s time, they have greatly increased the degree to which 
politicians and voters can contact each other.1 It can be argued that this has resulted in 
an increase in the power of public opinion and consequently of the press (news industry 
generally).

In this chapter, Bryce’s theory, which he described in lengthy prose and examples, is 
formalized into twelve related propositions. From them, a “therefore” theorem is logically 
derived—a prediction indicating that (if the propositions of the theory can be regarded as 
correct) significant implications follow for public opinion in a society in the contemporary 
age where multiple channels of mass communication are now in place.

While theories of public opinion have always been relevant to the field of mass com-
munication, for reasons that are not clear, James Bryce has remained a relatively obscure 
figure among media scholars. To correct that shortcoming, his theories of the relationship 
between media and public opinion, which are now seen as seminal, are included in the 
present text.

As noted, Bryce developed his theory more than a century ago, when only the traditional 
newspaper provided news reports to the public on a daily basis. However, the concepts 
and conclusions that he set forth continue to have merit for understanding the relation-
ship between public opinion and the (greatly expanded) “press” in contemporary times. In 
specific terms, the first goal of this chapter is to set forth, in summary form, a formalized 
version of Bryce’s theory of public opinion. Its second goal is to explain how his descrip-
tions of the formation and functions of public opinion provide insights into many features 
of our contemporary political processes and the ways in which these are linked to modern 
versions of the news media. Grounds will be presented for concluding that Bryce’s theory 
concerning the nature and functions of public opinion in the American democracy is now 
of greater importance than it may have been during his time.

The renewed relevance of Bryce’s theory is due to two factors: The first is the great expan-
sion of channels of mass communication delivering news that now exist but did not exist 
in his time. These provide a sharply increased level of surveillance of political leaders on 
the part of the public. In addition, today’s constituents can easily make their personal views 
known to their leaders via modern interpersonal communication media (e.g., telephone, 
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polls, email, and social media). These can provide politicians with a more thorough under-
standing of the nature of public opinion on any issue in terms of how voters perceive their 
positions and actions. In many ways, then, the great increase in communication channels 
has expanded the meaning of the ancient tradition of vox populi—providing a much closer 
link between constituents and those engaged in political decision making.

An equally important factor that increases the importance of Bryce’s theory today 
is our contemporary means of assessing public opinion. Polls, focus groups, and other 
assessments taken by various research groups and agencies now reflect with reasonable 
accuracy the feelings of various publics on almost a daily basis. The results of such assess-
ments are often transmitted back to the public by news media within hours of their com-
pletion. Moreover, an army of media pundits in talk shows, news programs, and editorial 
columns now discuss and dissect the merits of, as well as public reactions to, proposals 
and policy decisions of political leaders. In the present chapter, then, Bryce’s nineteenth- 
century theory of public opinion and the press will be described, and its relevance in 
today’s media-saturated democracy will be discussed.

Background

James Bryce was born in Belfast, Ireland, in 1838, into a family of very modest circum-
stances. He was the first of the five children of James and Margaret Bryce. A short time 
after James was born, the family moved to Scotland where his father—a teacher of math-
ematics and geology—took a modest post at Glasgow High School. James, who attended 
that school, was a bright child. His family recognized his potential, and at the age of 16 
he entered Glasgow University where he impressed his mentors with his easy command of 
Latin, Greek, mathematics, logic, and rhetoric. Three years later, James was admitted to 
Trinity College at Oxford. The only difficulty he faced was that he refused to conform to 
religious requirements that were in force at the time. Nevertheless, he was admitted.

To earn a living after leaving Oxford, Bryce became a barrister. He lived in London 
during the time of the American Civil War. His legal work brought him into contact with 
a number of highly placed and influential men. As a consequence, he accepted several 
appointments as a member of important government commissions whose task was to 
investigate different problems and conditions in British society.

In mid-life he continued to develop as a distinguished scholar. Over the years, his works 
became both widely known and highly regarded by political scientists of the period. 
Because of his reputation as a political philosopher, he was honored with a peerage and 
became Lord Bryce, Viscount of Dechmont.

Later in his life (in 1907), Bryce became the British ambassador to the United States. It 
was a most appropriate appointment because his in-depth study of life in the United States 
had provided him with a deep understanding of the American people, their culture, polit-
ical systems, and even their shortcomings and problems. He was greatly admired in this 
country, and he served in his diplomatic post with distinction. He died in 1922, just after 
the end of World War I, at the age of eighty-four.

Bryce’s In-Depth Qualitative Study of the United States

Bryce made a decision early in 1870 to visit the United States. As a result, he spent much 
of that year in this country. As a student of politics, the young American democracy held 
a considerable fascination for him. Consequently, he decided to travel widely throughout 
the country to learn first-hand about its people, politics, and culture. Today we might call 
such an enterprise a large-scale and systematic qualitative research project.
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Bryce made three trips to the United States in a ten-year period, beginning in the early 
1880s. During each of his trips, he traveled for months, from one end of the United States 
to the other. He met with educators, business people, politicians, and many other cate-
gories of influential citizens. He constantly interviewed people that he met on trains and 
encountered in hotels, barber shops, and other sites. Throughout his travels, he made 
extensive notes about the ideas, beliefs, attitudes, and values of the Americans he met. It 
seems likely that Bryce’s study of the United States was one of the most thorough of any 
large-scale qualitative analysis of a society that had ever been undertaken.

The American Commonwealth

Bryce published his three-volume The American Commonwealth in 1888.2 It soon became a 
work of particular importance to students of American politics and government. It was a 
detailed analysis of the general culture, the politics, and other social features of the United 
States, as these existed in the late nineteenth century. This important work has often been 
compared with the earlier work by Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1849). His Democracy in 
America, published a half century earlier, covered many of the same topics.3

If Bryce’s book on the United States was published today, it would be recognized as a 
very lengthy and well-organized qualitative research report. The first volume provided a 
detailed description of the American Constitution. It explained the formal structure of the 
federal government of the U.S. and how the system was designed to function. The second 
volume was devoted to state and local government. It discussed both their positive features 
as well as their shortcomings. In his analysis, Bryce included a focus on political parties 
and so-called “machines.” He described in detail the inevitable corruption that was part 
of American politics at the time.

Most important for the present chapter is the third volume. Here he presented his anal-
ysis of the nature and role of public opinion in American politics. He described both his 
theory of the formation of public opinion as well as his conclusions about the powerful 
influences that it had on American politicians. In this third volume, he described how 
public opinion was assessed by politicians and others at the time. Again, this was prior to 
the development of polling techniques.

The Role of Public Opinion in Government

To understand Bryce’s contribution to the nature, functions, and development of public 
opinion, one must begin with his conception of its significance in the affairs of govern-
ment. That perspective can be gained from his explanation of the role of public opinion in 
the three different types of democratic systems.

Bryce maintained that public opinion has been the principle and ultimate power in all 
forms of governments at all times. Even those that were entirely despotic, he maintained, 
were ultimately tolerated by their citizens. That toleration, he said, was a very basic form 
of public opinion. Even in great empires of the past that had been ruled by ruthless tyrants 
who were backed by powerful military forces, he pointed out, leaders remained in power 
only through the indirect consent of those governed. After all, he noted, such military 
forces were small compared with the total number of citizens of such nations. A deter-
mined multitude could have displaced them if they were determined to do so. That seldom 
happened, he suggested. The reason was that people in such societies believed strongly in 
authority. Their desire for a stable and established order was a more powerful force than 
their desire for change. Even under conditions that were the very opposite of democracy, 
he believed, public opinion is the most important factor in supporting the political system.4



114 Early Theories of Mass Communication

In democratic systems, Bryce explained, public opinion plays a more central role. He 
maintained that essentially there are only three forms of government that incorporate 
principles of democracy in one way or another. Each is based directly on public opinion.

The earliest were primary assemblies. Essentially, these were tribal systems in which the 
entire people participated in governance. They “met, debated current questions, decided 
them by votes, and chose those who were to carry out its will.”5 The source of political 
power in this type of government is simply the will of those who are present and who vote. 
Public opinion in this system shapes political decision making in a very direct way and at 
a very basic level. Few such societies remained, even in Bryce’s time. One form that is still 
in existence at the local level in the twenty-first century is the traditional town meeting sys-
tem that is still common in New England. It closely resembles the primary assembly form.

The second type of government incorporating democratic principles consists of a body of 
persons who have been elected and sent to office to “represent” responsibly the interests of 
those who place them in those positions. This is the basic idea of a chamber of deputies, often 
referred to as a parliament. In such a system, public opinion is most visible during elections. 
Representatives are chosen on the basis of their proclaimed stands on major issues. After they 
are in office, public opinion is still important, but it tends to remain in the background. Those 
who have been elected are expected to resolve conflicts by debating wisely and by making 
decisions that meet the needs of the majority while protecting the rights of minorities. Those 
representatives are expected to choose people objectively for executive positions to carry out 
the functions of government in the best interests of the country and generally provide for what 
they believe to be the wishes of the majority. Public opinion is obviously the foundation of this 
system of government. However, the majority of citizens do not have to insert themselves into 
the process on a frequent basis. “They give these representatives a tolerably free hand,” Bryce 
wrote, “leaving them in power for a considerable space of time to act unchecked, except in so 
far as custom, or possibly some fundamental law, limits their discretion.”6 A good example of 
this form of democratic government is the English parliamentary system. Elections are not 
called on a regular schedule but only when there are considerable shifts in public opinion or 
when crises occur that require them to vote in new representatives.

According to Bryce, there is still a third system that represents a compromise between 
these two—one of popular sovereignty—in which public opinion is far more apparent and 
it plays a more direct role in political decision making. In this system, the government is 
organized to apply the principle of primary assemblies to a large country. In this case, a 
legislature is elected but only for a short term. Moreover, checks and balances limit the 
power of the several branches of government to prevent anyone from being in a position to 
control any of the others. Representatives who are elected can be voted out of office at the 
end of their term, keeping them insecure in their positions of power. Obviously, this is the 
way in which the federal and state governments in the United States are organized. Each of 
the main branches of government—the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary—have 
to share power in such a way that none can control the others. Moreover, those who serve 
can be removed by means of the ballot at the end of their short terms.

The Role of Public Opinion in the American Democracy

In the government by popular sovereignty that prevails in the United States, Bryce main-
tained, the balance of power between the executive, legislative, and judiciary branches 
weakens all three. As he put it:

The Senate, for instance, may refuse the measures which the House thinks necessary…
The President may propose a treaty to the Senate and the Senate may reject it.7
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This passage was written well over a century ago, but it has a remarkably modern 
ring. When the effectiveness of government is limited by the structural balances 
designed in this system, Americans speak of gridlock. Today, this could easily be a 
description of the workings of the executive branch versus the Congress at a time 
when there are heated debates over crime, health care, foreign wars, supreme court 
appointments, welfare, social security, immigration, and intervention in the affairs 
of other nations.

Bryce also outlined the role of the federal judiciary in this system. He explained that it 
is the courts that must deal with questions of the Constitution. Nevertheless, he pointed 
out, its judges lack power in any real sense to influence most of the decisions of govern-
ment. The reason is that they make their decisions within a framework of litigation. As a 
consequence, they play no part in the initial formation of policy. They can only reshape 
interpretations of laws that are already in place:

… in many cases, the intervention of the courts, which can act only in a suit between 
parties compells the courts to decide, because each of the conflicting parties is within 
its legal right.8

Most Americans are reasonably well aware of these features of the formal structure of 
their government. Many learn about how the system works in high school civics classes. 
What they may not have learned, however, is that the structure allows public opinion to 
exert unusual power in the American system of popular sovereignty. At the time, this was 
a major contribution by Bryce. He was able to explain why the formal structure of the 
system—with only limited authority held by any of the three branches—leaves a vacuum 
of power. In effect, he noted, that vacuum is filled by public opinion. As he stated it in dra-
matic terms:

Towering over Presidents and State governors, over Congress and State legislatures, 
over conventions and the vast machinery of party, public opinion stands out in 
the United States as the great source of power, the master of servants who tremble 
before it.9

Politicians elected to public office in the United States, he wrote, are particularly at 
the mercy of changes and shifts in public opinion. This is because Americans hold their 
elections on a regularly scheduled basis and far more frequently than in other forms of 
democracy. To stay in office in such a system, an elected official must constantly be aware 
of the feelings, beliefs, and convictions of voters concerning the constant flow of topics and 
issues that come up. If that official is out of step in such a system, Bryce believed, he or she 
would run a serious risk of being voted out of office.

Determining Public Opinion in the Late 1800s

One of the features of the American political system in the late 1800s was that public 
opinion was very difficult to assess. Polling methodology did not exist. It would not be 
available until the 1920s.10 In some dramatic situations, the nature of popular opinion was 
abundantly clear—as when riots broke out or when lengthy petitions were sent to members 
of Congress. At other times it could be assessed when angry mobs took to the streets, when 
public figures were hanged in effigy, or when torchlight parades provided clear statements 
of how the public felt about an issue. While Bryce understood that only too well, short of 
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such dramatic situations, it was not possible to gauge public opinion with any degree of 
accuracy. He had no confidence in any such attempt.

How is the will of the majority to be ascertained except by counting votes? How, with-
out the greatest inconvenience, can votes be frequently taken on all the chief questions 
that arise? No country has yet surmounted these inconveniences. [The] machinery for 
weighing and measuring the popular will from week to week or month to month has 
not yet been and is not likely to be invented.11

Even getting accurate reports back to voters on the actions of legislators was difficult 
because the means were limited. For most citizens the newspaper was the only source avail-
able to find out about the decisions and activities of their representatives in Washington. 
Sometimes those papers chose to publish such reports; sometimes they did not. Essentially, 
then, compared to today, limitations on information technology inhibited active citizen 
expression of views to legislators, and it also limited feedback from those in office to their 
constituents.

Because of these communications limitations, the activities of a person elected to 
Congress or the state legislature were much less visible—under less public scrutiny—than 
they are today. Without polls, understanding the dimensions of opinion on any important 
issue was difficult. The politician had to use the few indicators that existed at the time. To 
assess how the public viewed an issue, they had to rely on various leaders of associations, 
such as Chambers of Commerce, farmer’s groups, unions, and the like. Often, such indi-
viduals wrote letters to their political representatives or presented their ideas in speeches. 
These became accepted as keys to the feelings of the rank and file. Journalists not only 
reported on the views of such spokespeople, but they also added their own interpretations. 
Thus, what was reported in the newspapers was accepted as a guide to how the majority or 
a significant segment of the public felt about an issue.

Bryce did not believe that these sources were the only reliable indicators of prevailing 
public opinion. However, he did recognize them as important factors in shaping its nature. 
He recognized a “bandwagon effect.” Perhaps shaping the ideas of later theorists, he saw 
that public opinion is influenced by those who are most outspoken. Those who make their 
views forcefully known provide an early form of the basic propositions of the contempo-
rary spiral of silence theory (see Chapter 22).12

Opinion makes opinion. Men follow in the path which they see others treading: they 
hasten to adopt the view that seems likely to prevail. Hence every weighty voice, be it 
that of a speaker … or a newspaper, is at once the disclosure of an existing force and a 
further force influencing others.13

Thus, an individual’s opinion is shaped and influenced as a consequence of interactions 
with others. Again, possibly influencing later theorists, he recognized that some individ-
uals serve in the role of what later were called “opinion leaders.” (See Chapter 11, “The 
Two-Step Flow of Communication Theory.”) These are influential people who appear 
knowledgeable about an issue. Some speak for associations and make public presenta-
tions to groups. Others write in newspapers about (and interpret) the sentiments of the 
electorate.

Bryce was convinced that public opinion starts with individuals. He analyzed at some 
length how a particular person begins to adopt a specific viewpoint and how that indi-
vidual’s initial position on an issue is modified and reshaped into versions that eventually 
become widely shared. This individual opinion formation and modification, he thought, 
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was the real starting point for the development of more widely shared public opinion. That 
is, he moved from the individual to the collective level, explaining that public opinion begins 
as a view that is similar among many individuals to become patterned into a shared or col-
lectively held view. At that point it becomes a powerful social force shaping the political 
system. He developed a detailed explanation of this process of public opinion formation 
at both the individual and collective levels. It is that process that is in many ways the most 
important of his overall theory of its nature and functions.

Bryce’s Stages in the Formation of Public Opinion

What is actually meant by “public opinion?” Moreover, how does it exercise its power? 
These were questions directly faced by Bryce. To answer them, he developed an elegant, if 
lengthy, explanation of the process by which public opinion is formed and an explanation 
of its ability to shape the political process. These explanations can be summarized briefly 
in order to provide a foundation for developing Lord Bryce’s theory in a more concise form 
as a set of basic formal propositions.14 In the style of scholars in the nineteenth century, 
Bryce described his theory of the formation and functions of public opinion in a lengthy 
descriptive and multi-chapter essay, abundantly illustrated with examples and commen-
taries that were relevant to his time. Bryce’s descriptions of the nature of public opinion, 
and how it controls government, can be summarized into four basic stages of the process.

Stage One

The first stage in public opinion formation, said Bryce, involves several basic steps, and it 
begins at the individual level:

The simplest form in which public opinion presents itself is when a sentiment sponta-
neously rises in the mind and flows from the lips of the average man upon his seeing 
and hearing something done or said.15

In other words, individual opinion begins with perception of a topic, situation, or event 
that can potentially—in time—become a focus for the formation of public opinion. Such 
a topic can range from a policy adopted by government to an action on the part of a 
candidate for office. When the person perceives that, it can lead to an emotional reac-
tion prompting the individual to discuss that interpretation with others. In other words, 
the process of formation of public opinion starts within an interactive and interpersonal 
context.

However, said Bryce, that is only the beginning of the process, and it involves more than 
merely a personal reaction followed by discussion of the topic with others. He recognized 
the part played by the mass media (newspapers in his time). It is usually the media that 
bring the initial information about the topic to the attention of the individual.

A business man reads in his newspaper at breakfast the events of the preceding day. 
He reads [about a tariff policy or an election in New York]. These statements arouse in 
his mind sentiments of approval or disapproval, which may be strong or weak accord-
ing to his predilection [regarding tariffs or the candidate]. They arouse also an expec-
tation of certain consequences likely to follow.16

In other words, the topic or issue around which the individual begins to form an opinion 
is first encountered in the media. That happens before the person can discuss the topic with 
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others. He also recognized that individual personality differences (what he called “predi-
lections”) play a significant part in shaping the person’s initial interpretations as well as his 
reactions of approval or disapproval. Even in its initial stage, then, public opinion has an 
affective—that is, an “approve” or “disapprove”—dimension.

The individual’s initial reaction of sentiments and expectations, Bryce believed, were 
not based on conscious reasoning. They were more basic reactions, that is, impressions 
formed on the spur of the moment. These, however, provide the basis for the next step. 
Once again, he explained, the individual turns to the media to seek clarification. Much 
depends on what is found there. The reader’s initial impressions and feelings are either 
strengthened or are not confirmed by what he reads. Indeed, they may even be contra-
dicted. The major point, however, is that the media play a central role:

He turns to the leading article in the newspaper, and his sentiments and expectations 
are confirmed or weakened according as he finds that they are or are not shared by the 
newspaper writer.17

As the process continues, both discussions with others and what is encountered in the 
media about the topic continue to play a part in the complex process of the formation and 
crystallization of opinion:

He goes down to the office in the train, talks there to two or three acquaintances, and 
perceives that they do or do not agree with his own still faint impressions. In his count-
ing-house he finds his partner and a bundle of other newspapers which he glances at; 
their words further affect him, and thus by the end of the day his mind is beginning to 
settle down into a definite view.18

Basically, then, in this first stage, a media report on the topic provides the individual 
with an initial affective reaction, which is shaped by personality factors. Then, as a result 
of discussions with others, and also encountering interpretations provided by the media, 
the individual has begun to formulate a definite view regarding the topic.

Stage Two

The second major stage in public opinion formation takes place within a more collective 
framework. This, explained Bryce, takes public opinion formation beyond an individual 
reaction and makes it a shared or collective phenomenon. He states that a parallel process 
has been taking place in the minds of other individuals. This has not escaped the notice 
of journalists, and it becomes the focus of newspaper reports. In fact, journalists begin to 
influence each other.

The evening paper has collected the opinion of the morning papers, and it is rather 
more positive in its forecast of results. Next morning the leading party journals have 
articles still more definite and positive in approval or condemnation and in prediction 
of consequences to follow; and the opinion of ordinary minds, which in most such 
minds has been hitherto fluid and undetermined, has begun to crystallize into a solid 
mass.19

Today, we would recognize the influence of media pundits, who help to clarify the 
dimensions of public opinion. They influence not only the public but also each other. Bryce 
felt that this was a legitimate role for the journalist and the newspapers.
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Stage Three

Bryce’s third stage describes how, through a process of debate and controversy, public 
opinion becomes more clearly divided into those who are for and those who are against an 
issue. As controversy begins, those who favor a policy or a particular candidate debate it 
with others who do not. Through this process of conflict, the positions on either side are 
clarified.

The effect of controversy is to drive the partisans on either side from some of their 
arguments, which are shown to be weak; to confirm them in others, which they think 
strong; and to make them take up a definite position on one side.20

As a result of this type of exchange—through both interpersonal interaction and argu-
ments presented in the media—public opinion concerning the topic or candidate has 
become more clearly structured into those who “favor” and those “oppose.” Those on each 
side now know their positions, and they understand the arguments that support them. 
Today, of course, this is precisely the kind of public opinion structure that is measured by 
pollsters. Their reports indicate the proportion of those contacted who either “approve” 
or “disapprove” of a policy, politician, candidate, or topic.

Stage Four

In a political system based on popular sovereignty, it is in the final and fourth stage of the 
process that public opinion exercises its ultimate power. Voters, said Bryce, come to the 
ballot box, not only with their individual predispositions (that have initially played a part 
in shaping their opinion), but also with the influences from other sources that have been 
brought to bear on them. These can be acquaintances, the media, or their political party. 
If Bryce were to reformulate his theory today, he might add the influence of what sociol-
ogists call reference groups—such as trade unions (not many existed in his time), peers, 
family, and neighbors.

Bryce believed that it was the vote—the major political factor—that was shaped by pub-
lic opinion. It was those votes, after all, that most influenced the entire political process. 
Casting one’s vote for or against a candidate or proposition reduced complex issues to a 
simple act:

Bringing men up to the polls is like passing a steam roller over stones newly laid on a 
road; the angularities are pressed down and an even uniformity is given which did not 
exist before. When a man has voted he is committed; he has therefore an interest in 
backing the view which he has sought to prevail. Moreover, opinion, which may have 
been manifold till the polling, is thereafter two-fold only. There is a view which has 
triumphed and a view that has been vanquished.21

In summary, then, Bryce’s explanation of the formation and functioning of public 
opinion begins with an initial surge of sentiment in the individual and unfolds through a 
complex set of exchanges between the person, other individuals, various groups, and the 
media. Finally, it results in a vote.

Bryce’s Theory in Modern Terms

Bryce did not believe that the individual’s personal judgment and reasoning played much 
of a part in the formation of public opinion and consequently in shaping a person’s vote. 
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He was convinced that the greater influence on the process came from outside sources. 
This interpretation is not consistent with the basic political theory used by the framers of 
the Constitution. As they saw it, in the system of popular sovereignty that they designed, 
individual voters examined the candidates and issues both thoroughly and objectively. 
They then reached their voting decisions by the personal exercise of reason and made their 
choices on the basis of enlightened self-interest—but in such a way that the common good 
was served. Bryce did not believe that this theory played any significant part in the realities 
of politics in the United States:

There are persons who talk, though very few who act, as if they believed this the-
ory, which can be compared to the theory of some ultra-Protestants that every good 
Christian has or ought to have, by the strength of his own reason, worked out for him-
self from the Bible a system of theology.22

The factors that shaped individual opinion, and in turn public opinion, which ultimately 
determined the outcome of the vote, said Bryce, had little to do with rational examination 
of issues or candidates. What actually shaped private as well as public opinion were person-
ality factors (“individual predilections”); conversations that the individual had with others, 
such as family, friends, and acquaintances; the views of groups with which the voter was 
affiliated, especially his or her political party; and, of course, the reinforcing interpretations 
presented by newspapers. It was precisely these factors that came under investigation by 
social scientists half a century later, using the methods of science to permit the quantitative 
study of such shapers of individual voting behavior. A prominent example is the classic 
study of the 1940 presidential election, The People’s Choice, which probed the influences of 
family, friends, and acquaintances, plus party and media.23 (See Chapter 13.)

Since that classic study, the factors that determine an individual’s vote have been sys-
tematically investigated by political scientists who have produced a huge body of research 
on the election process. As a consequence, each of the influences discussed by Bryce have 
become standard factors in explaining how a person’s vote is shaped.24 Contrary to the ideas 
of those who shaped the Constitution, in none of these studies was there evidence that during 
the months prior to an election voters engaged in the rational personal process outlined in 
democratic theory. The overall conclusion that emerged from this large body of studies was 
that initial decisions for whom to vote tend to be made on the basis of individual (person-
ality) predispositions and as a result of communicative exchanges with family, friends, and 
acquaintances. In addition, the evidence seems clear that political propaganda presented 
by the media sways few votes from one side to another. What it does provide is a reinforcing 
function.25 In general, then, the factors and variables identified by Bryce in the late 1800s 
were precisely those that were later uncovered and confirmed by a large body of meticulously 
conducted empirical research that has accumulated over a number of decades.26

Bryce’s Theory of Public Opinion: A Summary

As noted, Bryce set forth his theory in the expository style commonly used in the late 
nineteenth century. It was one of lengthy descriptions, using numerous illustrations 
and many quotations and anecdotes. These were intended to help the reader of the time 
understand what was being laid out as well as to confirm the validity of the generali-
zations being expressed. The social sciences were barely in their formative stage. They 
were not yet based on empirical studies and, indeed, were not yet even universally called 
“sciences.” In Bryce’s time, therefore, no scholar set forth theories in terms of sets of 
concise formal propositions. This form came from the model of the physical sciences. It 
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was philosophers of science who eventually persuaded social scientists to use this kind of 
formal theory expression.

At present, however, it is appropriate to describe theories in the form of succinct prop-
ositions that are linked together in a coherent system.27 The great advantage of doing so 
is that the basics of what is being explained are clear. Moreover, logical inconsistencies 
can be revealed, and the use of deductive logic can (hopefully) predict testable research 
hypotheses.28 By recasting Bryce’s theory of public opinion in this form, it can be expressed 
as a rather complex set of formal propositions.

Stage One: The Formation of Initial Individual Positions

1 Individuals attending to the media encounter a report on a topic of potential political 
significance (issue, event, policy, situation, or candidate), and each person forms an 
initial and personal interpretation.

2 These initial interpretations are affective reactions of approval or disapproval with 
variations in intensity that are products of each individual’s initial predispositions.

3 The individual checks his or her initial interpretation against those of others in conver-
sations and through exposure to additional media reports and interpretations.

Stage Two: Early Crystallization of Shared Opinions

4 By the processes indicated in stage one, many individuals have formed and have begun 
to stabilize their initial positions toward the opinion topic.

5 At this point, the way various kinds of people feel about the topic becomes an object 
of intense speculative analysis and reports by publicists, journalists, and media 
commentators.

6 Subsequent media reports on these views help people who attend to them identify 
positions of approval or disapproval that are shared by various segments of the public.

Stage Three: Controversy and Final Structuring of Opinions

7 Public debate, reported by the media, begins as positions are advocated and their 
bases are explained by various spokespersons for different sides and interests.

8 Controversies follow and are reported in the media as the differences between the posi-
tions of those who take opposite sides are identified. This serves a reinforcing function 
for those who have taken a position.

9 As these controversies continue, the points of difference and the arguments for and 
against are sharpened by spokespersons for each position, leading to a clear structur-
ing of the views and beliefs of those who are on opposite sides.

Stage Four: Public Opinion Shapes the Political System

10 Various reference groups play a part in shaping not only personal and shared opinion 
positions regarding the topic but also the positions of political candidates who favor 
or disfavor possible policies toward that topic.

11 As the debates mature, these differences in positions toward the topic become the 
central issues in campaigns for election in which candidates must make known via 
speeches and the media their proposals and intentions regarding the topic.

12 In the end, the political system is shaped at the ballot box when candidates sympa-
thetic to the largest number of citizens who hold a clearly structured opinion prevail 
over their opponents.
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This is obviously a complex theory, but it provides a clear description and explanation 
of a lengthy process. The central explanation that emerges from these propositions is that 
public opinion is first influenced at an individual level by personality factors and then by 
party affiliations, plus discussions with family, friends, and acquaintances. It is then rein-
forced by media interpretations. A major point is that public opinion is the ultimate power 
in a system of popular sovereignty such as exists in the United States. Bryce concluded 
that, because candidates come up for election, the political process is shaped at the ballot 
box—concluding a long and complicated process of awareness, discussion, debate, contro-
versy, and final opinion-structuring.

Bryce’s Theory Today

As explained, Bryce emphasized the ballot box as the central point of the power of public 
opinion.29 He did so because in his time communication between voters and those in office 
was both painfully slow and severely limited. Few channels existed whereby the electorate 
could make their views on a topic known directly to an officeholder, most of whom were 
located far away in the nation’s capital or the state assembly. In much the same way, few 
trustworthy systems existed for legislators wanting to assess public opinion on any issue. 
These limitations on the flow of information each way were the reasons that Bryce saw the 
ballot box as the major means by which the power of public opinion was expressed.

A logical inference that can modernize Bryce’s theory can be drawn from the proposi-
tions stated above. Basically, it is in the form of a theorem (that is, a conclusion that can 
be reached by logical inference from stated premises). Its major premise is Proposition 12. 
That proposition sets forth the predictive statement in the formal version of Bryce’s theory. 
That same proposition is a logical conclusion drawn from the previous eleven statements. 
If Proposition 12 is correct, it describes both the political situation of Bryce’s time as well 
as our own. From that premise, the following theorem can be derived:

If the volume and rate of transmission of messages between voters and an incumbent 
increase dramatically—far beyond that which existed in the pre-polling days of Lord 
Bryce—it will greatly increase the power of public opinion over that official.

In other words, if the two parties can communicate more effectively (than in Bryce’s 
time) then public opinion becomes a more powerful force shaping the political system. This 
would be the case because of the following two conditions: (1) Faster and more detailed 
communication to voters about the politician would provide those voters with much greater 
knowledge of his or her characteristics, positions, and activities. If they approve of what 
he or she is doing, then the politician remains in office. If not, he or she is voted out. (2) 
An enhanced flow of information from voters back to the politician will reveal to that offi-
cial much more reliable and comprehensive information about the electorate’s views and 
wishes than was possible in Bryce’s time. That knowledge can shape the politician’s behav-
ior so as to conform more closely to voters’ wishes. If these conditions prevail, the power 
of public opinion over an elected official increases dramatically over what it was earlier.

Precisely those two conditions have come about. Modern media obviously keep voters 
informed on a daily basis about the behavior of those whom they have elected. Moreover, 
the number of channels has increased greatly that can provide information about constit-
uents to the office holder. Polling is now timely, sophisticated, informative, and accurate. 
Every candidate running for office employs independent pollsters to provide them with 
information about their constituents. Focus groups add depth to refine the information 
gained from polls.



Theory of Public Opinion and the Press 123

Today, extensive campaign news coverage is continuously delivered to us on our phones, 
tablets, television, websites, social media and other ways in addition to print media. For 
example, consider the use and impact of Twitter during the 2016 and 2020 presidential 
campaigns, especially by candidate and President Donald Trump.30 Political reporting 
and campaign advertising have greatly expanded. Consequently, voters now receive far 
more information about candidates far more quickly than in earlier times. In our contem-
porary media-saturated society, therefore, the powerful force of public opinion that Bryce 
described so clearly has been greatly enhanced, and it can descend on the politician not 
just at election time but virtually every hour of every day.

As a result, modern politicians have become slaves to public opinion, and what voters 
profess to want—the unpopular vote [by a politician], made out of conscience—has 
become an immensely difficult act. All this is only slightly less true of the executive 
branch, a body so intimate with its electorate that the voters know their President’s pref-
erence in undergarments, and their President—according to a newly leaked memo by his 
pollster—knows not just the issues, but the precise phrases that most excite the voters.31

Generally, then, adding the theorem that takes into account the increased flow of infor-
mation provided by new media, and recognizing the influence that it has on politicians, 
makes Bryce’s theory remarkably modern.

The addition of the theorem of enhanced communication does not represent a major 
change from the original theory. Although it was formulated in the 1880s, a major feature 
of Bryce’s theory is its emphasis on the role of mass communication. It was, as he explained, 
the newspaper that initially brought the opinion topic to the attention of the public. It 
was to the newspaper that they turned to reinforce their interpretations of their initial 
positions. Media pundits (print journalists in Bryce’s time) analyzed and reported to their 
readers the nature of opinion emerging among various segments of the public. It was the 
newspapers, then, that clarified the positions of various groups, reported on debates, and 
made the positions of candidates known. In other words, even though there was only one 

 At the time of the presidential election, the official Twitter account of Donald Trump had over 32 
million followers.
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medium playing a major part, Bryce’s theory was in many ways a media-dependent expla-
nation of the formation and functioning of public opinion.

The new media of modern times, as well as advanced polling technologies, then, have 
brought significant changes in the flow of information between politician and constituent. 
In addition, the mass communication system today includes professional communicators 
and interpreters who were not part of the process in Bryce’s time. When any new political 
issue arises, a horde of print and broadcast reporters, public relations consultants, pundits, 
publicists, spin doctors, special correspondents, speech writers, lobbyists, social media influ-
encers, and others jump into action, busily concocting messages for public consumption. 
The voter can turn to this rich variety of opinion shapers to assess his or her initial interpre-
tations against the views of others. Thus, in contrast to the simple system of Bryce’s time, this 
army of professional communicators produces a broad range of attempts to influence the 
“hearts and minds” of the electorate—hoping that this will shape their views and actions.

The overall conclusion, therefore, is that Bryce’s theory is even more relevant today than 
during the time he developed it. A virtual army of communicators now creates a vast 
flow of information between constituents and politicians using contemporary technolo-
gies. The addition of the theorem concerning such communication makes Bryce’s theory 
remarkably contemporary. If public opinion was, as he put it in the 1880s, “the great source 
of power, the master of servants who tremble before it” today it, has become a staggering 
force created by the new media of communication that go both ways. That force can sweep 
away the most entrenched politician who may seem invulnerable. Moreover, few who are 
in office can ignore the readily obtainable views of their constituents. Thus, by adding the 
theorem concerning the greatly expanded ease of communication that the information 
revolution has provided, Lord Bryce’s media-based theory about the great power of public 
opinion in our system of popular sovereignty is brought back to center stage.

Questions for Discussion

1 According to The New York Times (Nov. 8, 2016), between the first presidential debate 
in September, 2016, and election day, more than one billion election-related posts raced 
across the Twitter network. On election day alone, more than 27, 000 election-related 
posts were sent across the network every minute. These numbers increased dramati-
cally during the 2020 presidential election. Discuss the role and use of social media, 
especially Twitter, during the presidential election campaigns of 2016 and 2020. Discuss 
Twitter’s influence, the distribution of information and misinformation, and the results 
of these elections. Discuss its immediacy, speed, and impact on public opinion.

2 Discuss Bryce’s theory of public opinion. What are the stages of opinion formation 
that he described and what is the resulting impact on the political system? Do you 
agree or disagree that Bryce’s theory is even more relevant today? Why or why not?
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8 Walter Lippmann’s 1920s Theory 
of Unintentional News Distortion
Implications for the Nature of Public 
Opinion and Public Policy

Walter Lippmann was an influential early twentieth-century scholar, journalist, and polit-
ical philosopher who wrote prolifically about the relationship among newspapers, public 
opinion, and the democratic process. Born in 1889, his best-known work, Public Opinion, 
was published in 1922. He continued as an active intellectual until his death in 1974. In 
contrast to many classical writers of earlier years who undertook similar goals, Lippmann 
used a clear, concise, and very readable writing style. However, his basic ideas are scat-
tered through a large body of books, articles, and other writings that he produced over 
more than a half-century. This makes it difficult to bring them together into a simple sum-
mary. Nevertheless, because his explanations of the relationship among public opinion, 
the press, and public policy in a democratic system remain so central to understanding 
those issues today, it is important to try to identify his central set of propositions and set 
them forth in formal terms as the basic assumptions of his theory. That is specifically the 
goal of the present chapter.

Essentially, Lippmann’s theory, reconstructed in that manner, explains how the press 
distorts reality in news reports read by the public. That distortion is unintentional on the 
part of journalists, who strive for accuracy and who sincerely want their reports to repre-
sent “the truth.” But, as Lippmann points out, because of the ways in which the press oper-
ates, “news is not truth.” A consequence of this non-deliberate distortion is that the news 
audience’s conceptions and the resulting public opinion, formed on the basis of informa-
tion provided by the press, can be seriously flawed. In particular, public opinion—formed 
on the basis of such information—can, in turn, have powerful influences on the conduct 
of government. Thus, the flow of information he describes may not produce public policy 
founded on an accurate factual information base.

Recasting his explanations into a formal summary may go beyond what Lippmann 
would have accepted. Hopefully, however, it will show how his ideas, formulated early in 
the 1900s, still have validity and relevance as we move on into a new century. The purpose 
of this chapter, then, is to try and pull together, in brief form, the essential propositions that 
Lippmann advanced to explain why and how newspapers (or other news media today), which 
routinely strive for accuracy in what they report to the public, can seldom achieve that goal.

As suggested above, bringing Lippmann’s propositions together into a single systematic 
theory may commit a transgression that he would have found disturbing. He embedded 
his explanations and theses in a long list of books, essays, editorials, news reports, opinion 
columns, and other writings prepared over his entire lifetime. Moreover, he illustrated 
his ideas abundantly with references to persons, policies, events, and situations that were 
easily recognized by the news-following public at the time (but which have been all but 
forgotten by later generations). Sifting out a set of formal propositions from this multitude 
of sources and accounts, therefore, strips them of the rich context within which Lippmann 
discussed his ideas. The justification for doing so is that it may make his ideas more 
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accessible. While this may pose the risk of distorting what he “really meant,” nevertheless, 
his explanations of how the press creates flawed “pictures in our heads of the world out-
side” remains as a truly important contribution. His theory is critical to understanding the 
complex relationship among (1) the mass-communicated news industry, providing ways in 
which citizens gain (flawed) information about what is taking place in their society; (2) how 
that process can influence the opinions they develop from the news they receive; and (3) 
how that unrealistic public opinion can have implications for, and be an influence on, the 
political process of decision-making in contemporary society.

Background

Walter Lippmann’s name is well known by scholars in the field of mass communication. Few 
contemporary writers, however, would include him in a list of major theorists who have tried 
to explain an important aspect of the process and effects of mass communication. Most are 
aware that in the early 1920s, he wrote an important book titled Public Opinion. Many can 
recall the catchy expression “the world outside and the pictures in our heads” from that book. 
(Actually, it is the title of the first chapter.) It is an easy-to-remember phrase that describes his 
view of the functions of the press in society in creating our personal understandings—that 
is, social constructions of reality—about what is happening around us. Beyond that, however, 
most students of mass communication would be unable to give a systematic account of the 
basic premises that make up his complete explanation of why the news we receive is inevita-
bly distorted. Even fewer are aware of the great volume of his other publications.

Beyond his expression about pictures in our heads was his contention that we cannot 
assume that “news and truth are two words for the same thing.”1 Indeed, he makes it quite 
clear that news and truth are not the same—and cannot be, given the way news is gathered, 
processed, and disseminated by the press. This important idea was addressed throughout 
his writings. If examined as a whole, they reveal an underlying theory of how and why the 
news gets unintentionally distorted in spite of efforts on the part of conscientious journal-
ists to be both objective and accurate.

If Lippmann had a single passion, it was that a democracy sorely needs accurate news. He 
pointed out in many places throughout his lifetime that a democracy cannot survive if its 
news media provide false accounts—either by deliberate and calculated misrepresentation 
or unwittingly because of the limitations and realities of the news process. Few would deny 
that point of view today in an era when the news seems dominated by increasing amounts 
of misinformation.

In the final stretch of the 2020 presidential campaign, for example, right-leaning news sites 
with millions of readers continuously published false or misleading headlines and articles 
that effectively backed unsubstantiated claims by President Trump and his allies that mail-in 
ballots threatened the integrity of the election.2 Following the election, these same news 
sites repeated false claims that the election was “stolen.” The spread of lies and misinforma-
tion throughout the campaign and after the election was, in part, responsible for the violent 
attack on the U.S. Capitol building by supporters of President Trump on January 6, 2021.3

During the 2020 campaign, battles for the allegiance of the public were in progress 
between political parties, the executive and legislative branches, and partisans on all sides. 
Shaping public opinion was seen as the key to victory by everyone involved. The control 
of information—correct, biased, or just plain false—was seen as critical in shaping that 
opinion. News accuracy and the credibility of the press suffered in the process, and the 
validity of what was presented by spokespersons was in serious doubt. Today, therefore, 
Walter Lippmann’s pleas for accuracy in news are perhaps even more important than they 
were in his time.
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Walter Lippmann: The Man

Walter Lippmann was born of middle-class parents in New York City on September 
23, 1889. After an uneventful childhood and adolescence, Lippmann entered Harvard 
University in 1905. He graduated with his bachelor’s degree in 1909. He briefly contin-
ued in school, doing graduate work in philosophy. He studied for a year with George 
Santayana and was influenced by William James, two of the most distinguished philoso-
phers of the early twentieth century.

Lippmann wrote prolifically for nearly sixty years and became one of the most respected 
political analysts and commentators of the early and mid-1900s. He received many recog-
nitions and honors, including two Pulitzer Prizes.4

As a scholar and writer, Walter Lippmann is difficult to classify for several reasons. He 
was a journalist, and for most of his life, he earned his living as an editor and columnist. 
However, as a result of his extensive analyses of American politics, he was, and remains, 
highly regarded by many as a political scientist. However, while political events were his 
main intellectual focus, he held no public office, and he was not a spokesperson for any 
political party. As a combination journalist and political philosopher, he remained in the 
“private station” to offer opinions, moral judgments, commentary, and interpretations of 
American society for more than half a century. Perhaps the best characterization of Walter 
Lippmann should not be based on how he made his living but on what he wrote. From that 
point of view, he was an astute scholar of American political life and, for present purposes, 
a theorist of the role of the press within that context.

Lippmann’s Early Career

In 1913, when he was just 24 years old, he helped to found and became assistant editor of, The New 
Republic—which came out with its first issue in November 1914. The new magazine became an 
important voice for liberal views and interpretations of the society of the time. Lippmann served 
in the military as a captain in the intelligence branch during America’s participation in World 
War I. This gave him an advantageous position for commentary on the events of the period.5 
The early decades of the twentieth century were ones of great social change in the United States. 
Industrialization, urbanization, and immigration were replacing earlier, more tranquil ways of 
life.6 The turmoil created by World War I was one of the most cataclysmic in Western society. It 
was followed by the rapid changes in lifestyles of the 1920s and in the 1930s, especially during the 
economic catastrophe of the Great Depression. As politicians sought to cope with these events, 
The New Republic provided Lippmann with a respected medium within which to state his views. 
He quickly became a very influential voice in American politics.

Born in the Victorian tranquilities of 1889, he was stirred by the ferment of the 
Progressive era and became a socialist before he left Harvard in 1910. His socialism 
soon evaporated in any dogmatic form; but it left behind a residue in the shape of a 
belief in the necessity for rational planning and purpose to master the incipient chaos 
of modern society. He was one of the first Americans to read Freud, and this doubtless 
contributed to his sense that he was living in an age of transvaluation of values.7

Lippmann, through his writings, while at the magazine and in direct discussions, made 
an impression on President Woodrow Wilson, who is said to have drawn on his ideas 
when he conceptualized his post–World War I settlement plan (Fourteen Points) and the 
League of Nations. In fact, Lippmann served briefly (in 1917) as an assistant to Newton 
D. Baker, who was secretary of war during the conflict. In 1919, President Wilson included 
Lippmann in his team that conducted negotiations for the Treaty of Versailles.8
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A Focus on the Importance of the Accuracy of News

Walter Lippmann began to write books almost as soon as the ink was dry on his Harvard 
diploma. The year before the Great War was to begin in Europe, he had already published 
A Preface to Politics (1913). Following that, he managed almost a book a year for a decade, 
in addition to his voluminous newspaper and magazine pieces. In 1920, his Liberty and the 
News was published. Two of its chapters had already appeared in The Atlantic Monthly. 
It was a small but thoughtful work that assessed the American press and called attention 
to the need for accurate news, better training of journalists, and improved accuracy in 
reporting on government. He also addressed the difficulties of reporting on complicated 
questions to a public intolerant of complex writing and the need for newspapers to remain 
financially viable. Above all, it was an appeal for objective journalism. Lippmann force-
fully advocated, in a plea to maintain the viability of democracy, that journalists should 
not take sides or slant their accounts but should strive for accurate, balanced, and factual 
reporting. In this early work, he was very critical of his colleagues in journalism, to say the 
least, and he lashed out at those who failed to report the news accurately:

Just as the most poisonous form of disorder is the mob incited from high places, the 
most immoral act the immorality of a government, so the most destructive form of 
untruth is sophistry and propaganda by those whose profession it is to report the 
news. The news columns are common carriers. When those who control them arrogate 
to themselves the right to determine by their own consciences what shall be reported 
and for what purpose, democracy is unworkable.9

Two additional themes of contemporary interest stand out in Lippmann’s early writings. 
One is his cry for better training for journalists. The other is bringing colleges and universities 
more effectively into the monitoring of the actions of government. In 1920, journalism had 
a very limited presence on college and university campuses. A few scattered programs had 
been started, but formal study to become a journalist was an idea whose time had yet to come. 
Lippmann made a plea for systematic training of those who gathered and processed the news:

In a few generations it will seem ludicrous that a people professing government by the 
will of the people should have made no serious effort to guarantee the news without 
which a governing opinion cannot exist…. [It is also inconceivable] that they provided 
no genuine training for the men upon whose sagacity they were dependent…10

Lippmann also hoped that a way would be provided for more effective monitoring of 
the records of government. He would have been delighted at the development of what 
has today become computer-assisted reporting or data journalism, in which the records of 
various federal and state agencies, kept in electronic form, are available to journalists and 
scholars who obtain them through “Freedom of Information” legislation at both federal 
and state levels.11 He applauded early attempts to conduct statistical analysis of govern-
ment activities, but he had no way of knowing that computers were coming or that jour-
nalists would be able to use them in their watchdog function to analyze the performance 
of politicians and public agencies. Nevertheless, he foresaw the value of such activities:

Records and analysis require an experimental formulation of standards by which the 
work of government can be tested … Some have already been worked out experi-
mentally, others still need to be discovered; all need to be refined and brought into 
perspective by the wisdom of experience. Carried out competently, the public would 
gradually learn to substitute objective criteria for gossip and intuitions.12
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Later Career

Between 1929 and 1931, Lippmann served as editor of the New York World. All during 
the 1920s, he wrote editorials for the paper. He often commented in those pieces on the 
relationship among the news, the distortions that were all but inevitable due to the nature 
of the news industry, and the influence that such misrepresentations could have on public 
opinion and ultimately on public policy.

In all, Lippmann authored eleven books between 1913 and 1955.13 The best known, as 
was noted earlier, was his work entitled Public Opinion, published in 1922.

As his fame grew, Lippmann traveled to many parts of the world. He won Pulitzer Prizes 
in both 1958 and in 1962. During his time on the magazine, and later while serving as an 
editor and columnist, he wrote literally hundreds of pieces that brought him additional 
recognition. Walter Lippmann died in 1974, at the age of 85.

As Rossiter and Lair note:

His four thousand columns add up to perhaps four million words; his ten books of 
political philosophy, dozen books of comment on men and events, scores of contribu-
tions to The New Republic, two thousand or more editorials in The World, and nearly 
three hundred articles in nearly fifty magazines add up to more words than that. This 
vast output of a half-century is a monument to his creative genius.

The majority of his writings addressed events and issues of his time as these unfolded 
in daily occurrences. His insights, set forth in timeless conclusions and principles about 
the nature of journalism and of the press, provide the foundation of what is, in this work, 
called Lippmann’s theory of unintentional news distortion.

The Essential Propositions of Lippmann’s Theory

By reviewing the body of Lippmann’s writings, a number of basic assumptions can be iden-
tified that led him to the conclusion that there would inevitably be a limited correspond-
ence between the views of issues and events obtained by the public by reading newspapers 
and the realities on which those stories were based. He saw this outcome as a natural 
consequence of the way that journalists gathered their stories, made decisions about how 
to process them, and about which stories should be placed where in the newspaper that 
finally reached the public. That process begins with assumptions about how the press 
monitors the environment.

The Surveillance Function

The press, Lippmann noted, constantly observes the events of the physical and social envi-
ronment in order to select, from those, stories that may be worthy of reporting to the public. 
There are not enough reporters in the world, he explained, to witness everything that takes 
place—even if they all worked 24 hours a day. Nevertheless, little of importance escapes the 
notice of the press. This is because they use systematic procedures: “… the range of subjects 
these comparatively few men manage to cover would be a miracle indeed if it were not a 
standardized routine.”14 Thus, journalists routinely develop observation posts, he explained, 
at points in the environment where newsworthy stories are likely to be encountered:

Newspapers do not try to keep an eye on all mankind. They have watchers stationed 
at certain places, like Police Headquarters, the Coroner’s Office, the County Clerk’s 
Office, City Hall, the White House, the Senate, the House of Representatives, and 
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so forth. They watch [or employ others to watch] ‘a comparatively small’ number of 
places where it is made known when the life of anyone … departs from ordinary paths, 
or when events worthy of telling about occur.15

Today, we would refer to this activity as a surveillance function, in which journalists from 
the various media of contemporary times constantly monitor local, regional, national, and 
international events. Surveillance, in other words, is organized around a great variety of 
“beats” to obtain information about anything about which a potential news report can be 
prepared. Stated more formally as the first proposition in a summary of Lippmann’s theory 
of the distortion of the news, this activity can be characterized as the following assumption:

1. The press systematically monitors events, people, and situations occurring in the 
physical and social environment to identify potential news stories (the “surveillance 
function”).

The Oversupply of Available News

One of the problems facing every newspaper, Lippmann explained, is that there is too much 
potential news every day about which to inform the public. Inevitably, those who prepare 
the content for the daily paper must choose among many topics that could be reported. 
This problem is, in part, one of complexity of the sources. For example, reporting on gov-
ernment in a complete and detailed sense is impossible. Reporters can try, Lippmann said:

But the news from which he must pick and choose has long since become too compli-
cated even for the most highly trained reporter. The work of the government is really a 
small part of the day’s news, yet even the wealthiest and most resourceful newspapers 
fail in their efforts to report ‘Washington.’ The highlights and sensational incidents 
are noted, but no one can keep himself informed about his Congressman or about the 
individual departments by reading the daily press. This in no way reflects on the news-
papers. It results from the intricacy and unwieldiness of the subject matter.16

The solution to this problem that is practiced by the press is based on selectivity. Different 
editors, developing the daily agenda for different papers, will use different criteria to select 
what they will print. Some stories are chosen for inclusion in the newspaper because they 
will interest their particular kinds of readers. Some journalists will select serious stories 
and provide their readers with what they need to know in order to act as responsible cit-
izens. Others, with a different type of reader, will select those stories that are exciting or 
titillating:

There are no objective standards here. There are conventions. Take two newspa-
pers published in the same city on the same morning. The headline of the one reads, 
‘Britain pledges aid to Berlin against French aggression; France openly backs Poles.’ 
The headline of the second is ‘Mrs. Stillman’s Other Love.’ Which you prefer is a mat-
ter of taste but not entirely a matter of the editor’s taste. It is a matter of his judgment 
as to what will absorb the half hour’s attention that a certain set of readers will give 
to his newspaper.17

Thus, the process of distorted reporting of reality is based in part on selectivity. In early 
versions of both gatekeeping and agenda-setting theories (see Chapters 12 and 13), Lippmann 
noted that “Every newspaper when it reaches the reader is the result of a whole series of 
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selections as to what items shall be printed, in what position they shall be printed, how 
much space each shall occupy, what emphasis each shall have.”18

Therefore, the editor’s judgments of what will serve the needs of his or her readers can 
be stated as the second assumption in a summary of Lippmann’s theory:

2. To prepare the news that it will report, the press selects, from the abundance of pos-
sible stories, an agenda consisting of those stories that the news personnel believe will 
be of importance, or of interest, to the populations of readers that they serve.

Limitations on Resources

There is an additional set of factors that play a deciding part in shaping the news over 
which the editor will have limited or no control. The paper has to come out on time and 
within its budget. Otherwise, it would go out of business. Thus, there are always limitations, 
not only on time but also on manpower, that any editor can allocate to a particular report. 
If a story is truly significant, the editor may send reporters to investigate. However, as 
Lippmann pointed out:

Necessarily he cannot do that often. For those investigations cost time, money, special 
talent and lots of space. To make a plausible report that conditions are bad, you need 
a good many columns of print… News which requires so much trouble [to obtain] is 
beyond the resources of the daily press.19

Time and fiscal limitations, then, result in a lack of correspondence between the actual 
events that have taken place in reality and the reports that are gathered and processed in 
the newsroom. This is not a deliberate distortion but one that is an unavoidable conse-
quence of the system that operates in a profit-oriented capitalistic economy.

Another outcome closely related to the fiscal and time limitations facing the press is 
distortions that are a consequence of dependence on what were called “press agents” and 
“publicity men” in Lippmann’s time (public relations practitioners today). He noted that 
in New York City, the newspapers had determined that just before World War I, there 
were about twelve hundred who were regularly employed and regularly accredited.20 These 
publicity men were serving the interests of an enormous variety of organized groups and 
personalities. He pointed out that, in any situation that arises, the facts are not simple, and 
there can be a great deal of ambiguity. This means that press agents make their choices of 
what information to pass on to the press.

The publicity man does that. And in doing it, he certainly saves the reporter 
much trouble, by presenting him a clear picture of a situation out of which he 
might otherwise make neither head nor tail. But it follows that the picture which 
the publicity man makes for the reporter is the one which he wishes the public to 
see. He is censor and propagandist, responsible only to his employers, and to the 
whole truth responsible only as it accords with the employer’s conception of his 
own interests.21

Thus, much of what appears in the daily newspapers about the activities of organ-
izations or celebrities has its origin in their public relations efforts. This is inevitable. 
Gathering and processing the news is under both time and fiscal constraints, leaving 
reporters dependent on news conferences, press releases, and handouts. Because of this 
symbiotic relationship, public relations practitioners are able to control the part of the 
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“pseudo-environment” pertaining to their employer that will be presented to the public 
by the press.

The third proposition in a summary version of Lippmann’s theory of the unintentional 
distortion of the news, then, is essentially a statement of these limitations and their conse-
quences. Simply put, this assumption states that:

3. Many factors beyond the control of those in charge (time, money, technology, or 
opportunity) limit the ability of the press to investigate, describe, and transmit full 
details of all events and situations that come to their attention.

The Moral Obligation to Be Accurate

In spite of these difficulties, Lippmann maintained, reporters and editors, for the most 
part, try their best not to present reports that are biased, subjective, or false. This is a crit-
ical matter because it is only by knowing the truth that human beings can make rational 
choices with respect to issues of government. Journalists practice this moral obligation, 
knowing that if they deliberately provide false information, it attacks the very foundations 
of democracy:

The theory of our Constitution, says Mr. Justice Holmes, is that truth is the only 
ground upon which men’s wishes safely can be carried out. Insofar as those who pur-
vey the news make of their own beliefs a higher law than the truth, they are attacking 
the foundations of our constitutional system. There can be no higher law in journalism 
[than to tell the truth].22

However, because of the limitations and constraints noted in proposition three, journal-
ists must select their agenda on the basis of what they regard as important and what they 
believe their readers will attend to and understand. Thus, that agenda will necessarily be 
limited. The news media are not always able to report stories in full, to investigate them 
in detail, or even to check completely on their accuracy. Thus, a fourth assumption indi-
cates the dilemma in which the press sometimes finds itself. It can be summarized in the 
following proposition:

4. Because of these factors (in assumption 3), news reports are often characterized by 
selectivity, omissions, and distortions in spite of efforts by journalists to be objective, 
fair, and factual.

The fourth proposition can be illustrated by media coverage of the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) movement. BLM is a political and social movement that protests against incidents 
of police brutality and all racially motivated violence against Black people. The move-
ment began in 2013 with the use of the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter on social media after 
the acquittal of George Zimmerman in the shooting death of Trayvon Martin in 2012. 
The movement became nationally recognized for street demonstrations following the 2014 
deaths of Michael Brown and Eric Garner, resulting in protest and unrest in Ferguson, 
Missouri, and in New York City. Since then, participants and supporters of the movement 
have demonstrated against the deaths of other African-Americans by police actions. 
It gained further attention during the George Floyd protests in 2020. An estimated 
15 million to 26 million people participated in the 2020 BLM protests in the United States, 
making it one of the largest movements in U.S. history.23 The movement also focuses on 
criminal justice reform.
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The 2020 protests resulted in social and political change. In New York, lawmakers 
repealed a law that kept police disciplinary records secret. Cities and states passed new 
laws banning chokeholds. Mississippi lawmakers voted to retire the state flag, which 
included a Confederate battle emblem.24

In general, however, research suggests that news coverage about similar protests is more 
likely to emphasize the disruption caused by the protests and less likely to emphasize 
legitimate political grievances, compared to reports of protests about other issues such as 
health and immigration. In addition, the coverage of protests against anti-black racism is 
more likely to rely on official sources rather than the perspectives of the protesters.25

Scholars say that as a result of journalistic conventions and the desire to demonstrate objec-
tivity, most news stories about social protest report on the protest as it is happening and focus 
on the actions of the protesters rather than addressing the underlying issues or the reasons 
for the protest, which takes more time and effort. Also, journalists often turn to the sources 
they typically use, such as politicians, law enforcement personnel, business leaders, and other 
institutional sources, which reinforces the interests and positions of the existing power hold-
ers. Instead, scholars recommend that journalists talk more to the protesters, and not just 
during the heat of the protest, and give them a legitimate voice in the social discussion.26

The “Pseudo-Environment” as Consequence

The four assumptions, if true, provide the basis for deriving the fifth statement. Lippmann 
made this consequence clear in the title to his first chapter in Public Opinion—“The World 
Outside and the Pictures in Our Heads.” He discussed in detail and profusely illustrated 

 Protesters rally to demand justice over George Floyd’s death by a White police officer and 
police brutality, in Washington, D.C. Research suggests that news coverage about such protests 
is more likely to emphasize the disruption caused by the protest and less likely to emphasize 
their political grievances.
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how news stories that appeared in the press at the time often provided people with mis-
leading interpretations of what had taken place in their world. When that happens, the 
behavioral choices that they make are based on false or at least misleading assumptions:

5. When audiences construct their own meanings from the daily agenda of news reports, 
the “pictures in their heads” constitute a pseudo-environment in that they often have 
limited correspondence with the facts that occurred in reality (“the world outside”), lead-
ing people to believe and behave in ways unrelated to the original events or situations.

It was this realization that news reports can create false interpretations—a pseudo-envi-
ronment—that so deeply disturbed Lippmann. He understood completely that our system 
of democracy rests ultimately on public opinion. That lesson had been made elegantly 
clear several decades earlier by Lord James Bryce (Chapter 7). In the late 1880s, in his 
classic work The American Commonwealth, he described public opinion as the most formi-
dable of all political powers: “Towering over Presidents and State governors, and the vast 
machinery of party, public opinion stands out in the United States as the great source of 
power, the master of servants who tremble before it.”27 Moreover, like Bryce, Lippmann 
realized fully that the press was the central player in the process by which public opinion 
was formed, changed, and exercised. Both scholars agreed that those processes took place 
because of what people encountered in news reports. Because of the distortions in those 
reports, distortions that appeared to Lippmann to be unavoidable, he was deeply con-
cerned that the press as he knew it was not serving his country well. In a passage that is 
remarkably current, he concluded that:

The press, in other words, has come to be regarded as an organ of direct democracy, 
charged on a much wider scale, and from day to day, with the function often attributed 
to the initiative, referendum, and recall. The Court of Public Opinion, open day and 
night, is to lay down the law for everything all time. And when you consider the nature 
of news, it is not even thinkable.28

The bottom line is that when officials who develop public policy, make political decisions or 
promulgate laws make use of public opinion as a guide to achieving their objectives, they can 
be using a flawed foundation for their actions. As a consequence, that which they formulate 
may also be flawed. That conclusion can be summed up in a sixth “therefore” proposition:

6. Therefore, those flawed beliefs provide the basis for the formation of public opinion 
concerning the events and situations reported by the press—and that, in turn, guides 
the formation of potentially flawed public policies concerning those events and situations.

The foregoing six propositions can be brought together into a formal statement of 
Lippmann’s theory. Taken as a whole, they provide a description and explanation of the 
ways in which the “pseudo-environment” of flawed beliefs is created by the public as the 
“pictures in their heads of the world outside,” as that public attends to the reports of 
the press. The theory also notes the consequences for public policy that can result.

Lippmann’s Theory of Unintentional News Distortion: A Summary

Strictly speaking, Lippmann’s news distortion theory pertains to the newspapers of his 
time—although, in retrospect, it is also applicable to all of the news media that came later. 
The theory was developed directly from his work, most of which was written in the early 
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part of the twentieth century. Radio was in its infancy, television was still an undeveloped 
concept in the minds of a few engineers, and the Internet was not even a dream of writers 
of science fiction. In a broader perspective, however, it also is his version of a much older 
and more general theory, drawn from Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, which explains the role 
of all of the mass media in presenting “social constructions of reality” to the public—that 
is, meanings people construct for the world in which they live and which they use as guides to 
action. In that sense, Lippmann’s theory is as modern as today’s newscast, podcast, or news 
posted on social media—all of which can distort reality in much the same ways and for 
much the same reasons as the newspapers of Lippmann’s time. His writing also outlined 
what we now refer to as the “gatekeeping” process of the press as well as the “agenda-set-
ting” function. These would be rediscovered and given their current names in later years.

At present, with a vast expansion in the media of communication, the factors that led to 
distortion in Lippmann’s time are still there! They continue to shape the news, public opin-
ion, and ultimately political action. In summary, the five propositions suggested above can 
be brought together into the following statements:

1 The press systematically monitors events, people, and situations occurring in the physical 
and social environment to identify potential news stories (the “surveillance function”).

2 To prepare the news that it will report, the press selects, from the abundance of pos-
sible stories that come to its attention, an agenda consisting of those that the news 
personnel believe will be of importance or of interest to the populations of readers 
that they serve (now called “gatekeeping”).

3 Many factors beyond the control of those in charge (time, money, technology, or 
opportunity) limit the ability of the press to investigate, describe, and transmit full 
details of all events and situations that come to their attention.

4 Because of these factors (in proposition 3), news reports are often characterized by 
selectivity, omissions, and distortions in spite of efforts by many journalists to be objec-
tive, complete, fair, and factual.

5 When audiences construct their own meanings from the daily agenda of news reports, 
the “pictures in their heads” constitute a pseudo-environment in that they may have 
limited correspondence with the facts that occurred in “the world outside,” leading 
people to believe and behave in ways unrelated to the original events or situations 
(now seen as a result of “framing”).

6 Therefore, those flawed beliefs may provide the basis for the formation of public opin-
ion concerning the events and situations reported by the press—and that, in turn, may 
guide the formation of potentially flawed public policies concerning those events and 
situations.

An Empirical Test of the Theory

In August of 1920, Lippmann decided to put his conclusions to the test by conducting 
what we would classify today as an empirical study. His purpose was to demonstrate how 
inaccurate the news could be. Along with co-author Charles Merz, he conducted a com-
plex research project and published its results in a 40-page article in The New Republic. 
The goal of the study was to compare actual events of the Russian Revolution with con-
temporary accounts of those same events that had appeared in The New York Times. By 
1920, two years after the Armistice of World War I and the end of the major phases of 
the Bolshevik takeover of Russia, Lippmann and his co-investigator were able to obtain 
factual accounts of what had actually happened during that period. They examined each 
set of facts carefully from the historical record and discussed each in detail in the article.29
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Using a procedure that we would classify today as a content analysis, Lippmann checked 
the daily reports offered by the Times, detail by detail, as these events unfolded, against 
the actual factual record. He found glaring inconsistencies, errors, and distortions. In 
other words, the readers of the Times had been badly misled. The newspaper had created a 
flawed intellectual pseudo-environment that provided its readers with a view of the events 
that did not provide them with valid foundations of facts with which to make personal 
decisions at the time about the Russian situation.

Lippmann did not, however, castigate the Times. He regarded it as one of the world’s 
best newspapers. Indeed, he selected it for his analysis for that very reason. He wanted to 
show how the process of producing the news, even by a respected newspaper, inevitably 
led to flawed social constructions of reality—inaccurate pictures in our heads. In explaining 
how this could happen, he noted that the newspaper was totally dependent on its sources, 
and it was those sources who were submitting information that was incorrect. He did, 
however, upbraid journalists for being so easily misled:

From the point of view of professional journalism the reporting of the Russian 
Revolution is nothing short of a disaster. On the essential questions the net effect was 
almost always misleading, and misleading news is worse than none at all. Yet, on the 
face of the evidence there is no reason to charge a conspiracy by Americans. They can 
fairly be charged with boundless credulity, and an untiring readiness to be gulled, and 
on many occasions with a downright lack of common sense.30

Today, there is little interest in those details of the Russian Revolution, and Lippmann’s 
1920 study of its events of 1917 and how they were reported has faded into obscurity. 
However, at the time, he saw fully how poorly Americans understood that upheaval and 
how their opinions about it did not correspond to reality. The important point, then, is 
that the study confirmed his view that informed public opinion cannot exist without access 
to accurate news and that the press does not create pictures in our heads that correspond 
point by point to realities in the world outside.

It is admitted that a sound public opinion cannot exist without access to the news. 
There is today a widespread and growing doubt that there exists such an access to 
news about contentious affairs. This doubt ranges from accusations of unconscious 
bias to downright charges of corruption, from the belief that the news is colored to the 
belief that the news is poisoned.31

This recognition that, even in the most conscientious of newspapers, reports to the public 
often do not portray events as they actually take place was to provide the central thesis in what 
the present authors have termed Lippmann’s theory of unintentional distortion of the news.

The danger, Lippmann pointed out, in failing to recognize that “news is not truth” is 
that people make decisions about their actions not on the basis of what actually exists but 
on the basis of what they think exists. This principle, that if a person believes something to 
be true, he or she will act as though it were true, is as old as philosophy itself. Lippmann 
placed it into the context of the politics of his time:

In all these instances [of people acting on the basis of false beliefs], we must note one com-
mon factor. It is the insertion between man and his environment of a pseudo- environment. 
To that pseudo-environment his behavior is a response. But because it is behavior, the 
consequences, if they are acts, operate not in the pseudo-environment where the behavior 
is stimulated, but in the real environment where action eventuates.32
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Discussion

This chapter summarizes into a brief set of six formal propositions the major ideas that 
Walter Lippmann developed over six decades. His theory is remarkably modern. Our con-
temporary news media are still bound by the limitations that he listed, and, as a conse-
quence, the “pictures in our heads of the world outside” that our press continue to help us 
develop are still flawed. Thus, Lippmann’s declaration that “news is not truth” remains as 
a valid principle.

It is important not to lose sight of the founders of the field of mass communication the-
ory. Although Lippmann is seldom mentioned in mass communication texts as a major 
theorist, or he is given only a few lines in contemporary works on such theories at best, he 
was indeed a major contributor.

There seems little doubt that Lippmann’s theory has what research methodologists 
call face validity. It just “seems right,” and its essential correctness seems intuitively obvi-
ous. Moreover, his own remarkable research (for its time) on the relationship between 
the events of the Russian Revolution and reports in The New York Times showed that it 
was supported by carefully conducted observations. The facts and the news reports made 
during the period when those events were taking place had little in common. The news, in 
other words, was seriously distorted.

While he never developed his theory in the way it is presented in this chapter—and he 
probably never thought of it in quite those terms—it does have the features that research 
specialists list as important. It is a set of interrelated propositions that provide an explana-
tion of why news reports are often less than complete and accurate. When taken together, 
the set of assumptions leads to a logical prediction that can be checked against empirical 
research results. Overall, Lippmann’s insights deserve to be recognized for the contribu-
tion that they continue to make to our contemporary understanding of the functioning of 
the press, its role in the formation of public opinion, how policymaking can be influenced 
by those opinions, and the pitfalls that can take place in the process.

Questions for Discussion

1 According to Walter Lippmann, the danger in failing to recognize that “news is not 
truth” is that people make decisions about their actions not on the basis of what actu-
ally exists but on the basis of what they think exists. In other words, if a person believes 
something to be true, he or she will act as though it is true. Discuss significant recent 
or historical examples of inaccurate media reports that resulted in detrimental actions 
that otherwise would not have been taken.

2 Review the SPJ Code of Ethics for Professional Journalists (https://www.spj.org/
ethicscode.asp). What aspects of the code reflect the writing of Walter Lippmann?

3 Discuss the ways in which recent or historical protest marches were covered in the 
media and the impact of the coverage. What problems do you see with that coverage? 
In what ways can the coverage of such events be improved?
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9 The “Magic Bullet” Theory 
of Uniform Effects

It was widely held, as the twentieth century began, that the new mass media—radio and 
the movies—were going to destroy our moral standards by their depictions of unaccept-
able social behavior. By the 1920s, the new radio stations began transmitting popular 
music—jazz, which some claimed would stimulate strong sexual urges in young men. A 
woman attending a social event unchaperoned with such a man would clearly be vulner-
able, especially if they traveled in his automobile. The motion pictures seemed especially 
menacing. They showed gangsters committing crimes, people in speakeasies consuming 
illegal liquor, and even couples in bedrooms in their undergarments. These depictions, 
some feared, would sweep away the sexual prohibitions and other standards of decency in 
society, leaving it in a state of moral ruin.

The Magic Bullet Theory as Popular Explanation

The theory of mass communication that much of the public entertained during those early 
times—and in many ways one that at least some people still use to interpret the influences 
of mass communication today—is simple. It goes like this: If a form of attractive but unac-
ceptable behavior is depicted in a movie or a television program, on the Internet, or on 
other media, it can be assumed that everyone who sees it will be stimulated to adopt—or 
at least accept—that form of behavior in his or her own personal conduct. In other words, 
the media are assumed to have direct, powerful, immediate, and virtually universal effects 
on their audiences. As a consequence, many citizens fear the media and long for someone 
to control them—by screening out content with which they do not approve. They are not 
sure who should do the screening or exactly what should be allowed or forbidden, but 
they are convinced that the mass media are directly responsible for controlling what people 
think, and in many ways, how they behave.

This kind of thinking is a modern version of the very first theory of the effects of mass 
communication, which was developed by social scientists a century ago when the newspa-
per was in its golden age—long before other popular media came along. In the last part of 
the nineteenth century, and well into the twentieth, newspapers were thought to be very 
powerful and able to sway their audiences almost at will, bringing them to believe and 
behave in ways dictated by those who controlled their content. When the movies and radio 
first came along, such thinking continued to prevail for them as well. The remarkable 
propaganda successes of World War I seemed to prove that such thinking was correct. 
Support for the war effort, and hatred of the Axis powers, especially Germany, was suc-
cessfully and deliberately fostered by the newspapers of the time.

In summary, this early theory assumed that a message delivered by the mass media 
will reach every eye and ear, that it will have immediate and powerful effects, shaping the 
thoughts and conduct of all who receive it. In a metaphorical sense, then, the media message 
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is like a “bullet,” penetrating the consciousness of everyone in the entire audience and 
shaping both belief and behavior. For that reason, the theory is called (in retrospect) the 
magic bullet theory. However, it was not called that at the time. Only in more recent times 
have scholars assigned it that name. In addition, it was never set forth in concise terms as 
a set of related propositions, as it is at the end of this chapter.

When viewed in light of our current understanding of the process and effects of mass 
communication, the magic bullet theory can seem quaint and naive. In fact, this theory was 
soon discredited. We know now that the media can achieve effects—sometimes powerful 
ones. However, that does not always occur and then only with some people and under very 
specific kinds of conditions. That was not understood in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 
Only after a significant accumulation of research on media effects over several decades, 
showing a more factual picture, were more realistic theories developed. We know now 
that mass communications certainly do not have the great power to influence all people 
uniformly as many thought when the nineteenth century closed and the twentieth began.

The present chapter looks closely at that now-abandoned theory. The legitimate ques-
tion is, why do that? Why should a now-defunct theory be included in this book? One 
answer is that, as mentioned, many members of the public continue to believe that the 
media routinely have such powerful and universal effects—even though they are wrong. 
A more important answer is that the magic bullet theory provided a starting position for 
both research and the development of more adequate theories. It stimulated scholars and 
researchers of earlier decades to study its predictions to see if they held true in the real 
world of media influences on populations (see Chapter 1). When they did not find such 
“magic” influences, researchers were forced to formulate different, more realistic explana-
tions to replace it. Thus, by stimulating research, it provided an important “jumping off” 
point for developing more contemporary theories of mass communication.

Human Nature and the Social Order

There is another lesson to be learned from an examination of the discredited magic bullet 
theory. It is that theories of mass communication do not exist in an intellectual vacuum. 
Any theory of the influences of the mass media must be consistent with accepted views 

Today, many people fear the effects of social media, especially on children and adolescents.
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of the basic nature of human individuals and the fundamental features of the social order in 
which the media operate. Thus, valid theories of mass communication must be based on 
valid underlying explanations of psychological and social reality. For example, several of 
the previous chapters have discussed what we know today about how people “socially con-
struct” versions of reality, how they cognitively process information internally, and how 
they understand and are guided by the social order in which they live. Modern theories of 
the process and effects of mass communications must be consistent with that foundation.

As it turns out, the magic bullet theory was consistent with what scholars of that time 
believed about human nature and the social order. However, these interpretations are not the 
same today as they were a century ago when the magic bullet theory prevailed. Moreover, 
they may change in the decades ahead. The second lesson, therefore, is that theories of mass 
communication are embedded in more general theories of human nature and the social order. 
That is very well illustrated by what social scientists believed about humankind a century ago.

A review of the underlying intellectual foundation on which the magic bullet theory 
rested illustrates extremely well the relationship between basic interpretations of the 
human condition and a theory of mass media. As will become clear, far from being a 
naive theory at the time, it was completely consistent with sophisticated explanations of 
human psychological functioning and the organization of society that seemed fully valid to 
scholars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, when those basic 
theories were replaced with more contemporary versions and became obsolete, the magic 
bullet theory became obsolete along with them.

Basic Behavioral Paradigms

What were those general explanations that helped shape the magic bullet theory? There 
were a number that were current during the last decade of the nineteenth century and the 
early part of the twentieth. The ones to be examined are paradigms that seemed at the time 
to explain important aspects of human behavior and the nature of the urban-industrial 
society. A “paradigm” is a very broad and general theoretical formulation that provides 
an interpretation of a whole range of related events. An example of such a paradigm is 
Darwin’s theory of evolution, with its explanations of the origin of species and the ani-
mal characteristics of human beings. That basic paradigm had a significant influence on 
the psychology of the time. In addition, a number of sociologists developed interpreta-
tions of the social order that were incorporated into the mass society model—a paradigm 
reviewed in Chapter 6. Also playing a part was the paradigm that provided the foundation 
for psychoanalysis, a general explanation that human behavior is motivated by unconscious 
instincts that motivate biologically based sexual drives. In the sections below, the intel-
lectual foundations of the magic bullet theory of media effects are reviewed very briefly 
in order to indicate the sources of the theory’s assumptions and to provide an example 
of how any such formulation is developed in ways that are consistent with more general 
explanations of human nature and the social order that are accepted at the time within the 
scientific and scholarly community.

Nineteenth-Century Views of Human Nature

The 1800s were a century of great change in the ways in which scientists and scholars 
viewed human beings. Up to the beginning of that century, few Christians challenged the 
explanation of the origins of humankind as set forth in the Book of Genesis. It was in itself 
a paradigm—an explanation of the origins and nature of humankind. For centuries it had 
been completely accepted that God had created men in His own image and then women 
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from a rib of Adam. This meant that human beings were very different from other living 
creatures and vastly superior. After all, they were a special work of God. Unlike other liv-
ing beings, they were endowed with an immortal soul that survived after death of the body. 
This made human beings capable of salvation to a very satisfying afterlife—if they lived 
according to ways prescribed by scriptures (and a much worse fate if they had not). Few 
thought otherwise for many centuries.

A second paradigm that was brought forward from the 1600s was the conception of 
human beings as both rational and capable of exercising free will. Perhaps no philosopher 
was more important in establishing the principle that human beings exercised reason in 
making their behavioral choices than Rene Descartes. Writing during the 1600s, he pro-
vided a foundation of systematic beliefs about the ability of human beings to exercise logic. 
He even used the human capacity to think as proof of his own existence.

But what, then, am I? A thinking thing, it has been said. But what is a thinking thing? 
It is a thing that doubts, understands, [conceives], affirms, denies, wills, refuses, that 
imagines also and perceives.1

His famous dictum, I think—therefore, I am, is one of the best-known “sound bites” 
to emerge from the period. His reasoning was that “If I doubt, I think; if I think, then I 
exist—cogito ergo sum.”2

The conception of human beings as rational, logical, and capable of exercising enlight-
ened free will did not challenge the basic Christian paradigm. Indeed, it complemented it 
by attributing to humankind noble qualities that no animal could possess. Moreover, it 
appeared to be very true in the 1700s, when great advances were made in science, philos-
ophy, and the arts. The period was characterized as the Age of Reason. Human beings by 
this time, then, were seen as truly exceptional. Created by God to be like no other creature 
and endowed with a remarkable conscious mind that could reason systematically. This 
placed them in a category that no other living form could even approach.

But just after the mid-nineteenth century, a very different paradigm explaining the ori-
gins and nature of humankind stunned the conservative Christian world. It was the theory 
of evolution offered by Charles Darwin. His interpretation stated that human beings came 
into existence not as a special project conducted by God but as a consequence of an enor-
mously long process of mindless biological adaptation.

Then, late in the 1800s, a second contrary paradigm was advanced that openly contra-
dicted the conception of humankind as rational and endowed with free will. It appeared to 
contradict the idea that human beings could make rational choices about their behavior. It 
stated that, in many cases, rationality and reasoning played only a minimal part in shap-
ing conduct. Human beings were said to be driven by unconscious drives and urges, over 
which they had little control and of which they are essentially unaware. It was developed 
by several founders of the field of psychoanalysis during the late 1800s, and it was prom-
inently publicized early in the 1900s by Sigmund Freud. It became enormously popular.

Human Beings Are Animals Driven by Instincts

Perhaps no set of ideas ever provided a greater challenge to established thinking about the 
origins and nature of human beings than the works of Charles Darwin. In his 1859 book, 
On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, he set forth a totally new paradigm. 
Human beings, he maintained, are complex animals that developed from simpler forms 
through a process of biological selectivity, adaptation, and evolution.3 The work created 
an intellectual firestorm that continues burning even today.
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As noted earlier, for centuries, the Christian churches had been teaching that God cre-
ated the heavens and the earth and that He finally got around to creating human beings. 
He designed them in His image, and God created women a short time later so that the 
species could survive. That made human beings a truly special kind of creature and very 
different from all the others on earth. In particular, they were equipped with a soul that 
could exist after the body expired. That really set them apart from animals.

Upsetting this type of explanation, Darwin indicated that human beings developed over 
time from simpler forms—who had themselves developed from still simpler forms. This 
happened because over a very long period, some creatures became increasingly able to 
solve problems more effectively than the animals with whom they were competing. He 
described a process of “natural selection” in which those creatures least able to adapt did 
not survive. Only the best and brightest went on to perpetuate their species. This included 
human beings. This principle was called “the survival of the fittest,” although that phrase 
did not originate with Darwin. Before Darwin published his famous treatise, Herbert 
Spencer, the British philosopher, theorized that a process of social evolution would pro-
duce the best society when those individuals most capable of success beat out others for 
positions of dominance and control.4

For present purposes, explaining the origins of the magic bullet theory, the importance 
of Darwin’s work lies in identifying the animal nature of human beings and their reliance on 
inherited patterning of their behavior. To account for the elaborate patterns of much of ani-
mal behavior—such as in defense, reproduction, and migration—the concept of instinct 
was developed. The instinct concept proved to be a very convenient one. An instinct was 
defined as an inherited mode of adaptation. For example, all salmon (not just some) swim 
hundreds of miles up rivers to spawn, returning to the very place where they were born. 
They are said to be guided by inherited guidance systems that are included in their genetic 
structure. The same is true of migratory birds and butterflies. Virtually all animals are 
thought to have instinctual patterns of behavior. Thus, these internal guidance systems 
are said to be universal in the species—a part of every similar animal’s biological makeup. 
In other words, instincts are inherited and do not have to be learned, and they explain 
complex forms of behavior.

This idea caught on quickly and was used to explain human behavior as well. As the 
1800s came to an end, the idea of human instincts was widely accepted. We were said to 
have instincts for mating, mothering, building shelter, engaging in wars, and for many 
other forms of complex activity. Psychology texts at the beginning of the 1900s had long 
lists of human instincts that students in psychology courses of the time had to memorize 
and regurgitate on exams.

The idea of a biologically inherited force uniformly driving the behavior of all mem-
bers of the species is still popular with the public. Many laypeople today speak of human 
instincts such as “mothering,” in spite of the fact that it is scarcely universal. Another 
popular one is “survival.” It would be hard to show that it was either inherited or universal. 
The fact that members of some military groups (kamikazes) and entire religious cults have 
deliberately committed suicide does not fit with the basic instinct concept. Moreover, there 
are also high suicide rates among teenagers, the elderly, and in certain other segments of 
the population. “Survival,” therefore, is not some blind and uncontrollable force that we 
all inherit. Whether we survive or die at our own hands depends on a number of factors 
having little or nothing to do with our inherited genes.

While the public may continue to entertain the idea of instincts, among behavioral sci-
entists, a belief in such unwitting, biologically based motivations is no longer regarded 
as having a place in explaining human conduct. There do not seem to be any complex 
activities that are universal, inherited, and acquired without learning. In fact, by the 
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end of the 1920s, academic psychologists had totally abandoned the concept of instinct 
to account for complex forms of human behavior (substituting learning in a cultural 
environment).5

For present purposes, the importance of the instinct concept was that it was incor-
porated into the magic bullet theory. This happened for two reasons. One was that 
psychologists had conceptualized human behavior in S–R terms—that is, for a human 
act, for a response to take place, there had to be a stimulus that triggered it. When the 
S–R formula was expanded to S–O–R, this became the more complex idea that response 
(R) to the stimulus (S) was shaped by characteristics and conditions of the organism 
(O). Instinct provided a convenient characteristic of the organism that could shape the 
nature of the response. Thus, in terms of reactions to stimuli provided by the media, 
human beings were said to react uniformly. Thus, people were seen as animals with a set 
of uniform and inherited instincts over which they had little control. When they were 
exposed to stimuli provided by media content, presumably, they responded automati-
cally and unthinkingly. If that were really true, it would give enormous power to those 
who controlled the media!

Human Beings Are Driven by Unconscious Urges

As noted, another new paradigm emerged from the new field of psychology—more specifi-
cally, from psychoanalysis, as a mode of treatment for those suffering from mental distress. 
Perhaps no view of human nature (as essentially developed around instincts) was more 
influential as the nineteenth century closed and the twentieth began than the psychoana-
lytic theories of Sigmund Freud.6

In 1885, Freud, who was a physician, became deeply impressed by certain discoveries of 
Dr. Jean-Martin Charcot. Dr. Charcot had found that disorders such as paralysis (of an 
arm) could be caused mentally, as opposed to biologically, and they could sometimes be 
relieved by hypnosis. Freud tried out the idea and found that it did sometimes offer relief 
from pain. Even earlier, he discovered that people could be relieved of physical symptoms 
by a “talking cure” that discharged pent-up emotional blockage caused by events earlier 
in life that the person could not (or would not) recall. From a background of such observa-
tions that he encountered in his practice, Freud developed a theory of psychoanalysis—a 
remarkable new paradigm that offered a nontraditional view of the human mind. Many of 
its concepts became household words in Western countries.

Freud described human psychological functioning as taking place at two levels—the 
conscious and the unconscious. The psyche (mind) was said to be organized around three 
major components—the superego, the ego, and the id. The superego is roughly equivalent 
to what we would call the “conscience” in everyday language. It is that part of the psyche 
in which are stored the learned moral norms that one ideally should follow in choosing 
actions. The ego, a second component of the psyche, is the conscious part of our mind that 
monitors, chooses, and directs our immediate behavior. The ego makes choices with ref-
erence to either the superego or a much more mysterious part of the psyche, the id. The id 
was defined as a reservoir of deep-seated instinctual needs that motivate us unconsciously. 
Freud felt that many people secretly want to engage in forms of behavior that are strongly 
disapproved by society.

An important feature of the id is the biologically based libido, which refers to uncon-
scious sexual instincts that we inherit at birth and cannot change. Such instincts, Freud 
emphasized, are often the motivations—unknown to us at the conscious level—that drive 
our behavioral choices. This is a complex picture, but the basic idea is that Freud and his 
followers described a radically new way of viewing human beings and their conduct. The 
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main motivators are said to be a number of sexual and other inherited instincts that shape 
much of our behavior at an unconscious level.

Freud’s version of psychoanalytic theory eventually became much more elaborate.7 
What is important for present purposes is that it helps in understanding at least one fea-
ture of what became the magic bullet theory. Freud and other psychoanalytical psycholo-
gists stressed the unconscious and non-rational aspects of the human mind as powerful 
influences on conduct. He also showed that human beings could be very suggestible at an 
unconscious level. Those truly were new ideas, and they became very well known by the 
public. The implication for developing a theory of mass communication is this: If those 
who control the media can design messages that appeal to these unconscious motivations, 
suggestible people will act according to these needs and drives. If that takes place, then the 
media can have truly great power over their audiences.

Thus, two of the intellectual foundations of the magic bullet theory were the paradigms 
of Darwin and Freud. One paradigm stressed the animal nature of human beings and 
their dependence on biologically based instincts. The other used the concept of instincts 
and added unconscious urges and drives to engage in forbidden activities over which peo-
ple lacked conscious and rational control. These paradigms were a part of the theoretical 
framework within which people began to interpret the power of the mass newspapers and 
later other media.

Nineteenth-Century Views of the Social Order

Looking beyond paradigms that tried to explain individual behavior solely on the basis of 
internal motivations, sociologists of the time understood that human conduct was more 
than just a matter of inherited urges and drives. As indicated in earlier chapters, a dif-
ferent paradigm developed from their studies was that human conduct was often shaped 
by shared social expectations (norms) that were understood within a group concerning 
the requirements for acceptable conduct. These were imposed on people by the groups 
and communities within which they had relationships with others. For example, consider 
an individual who engages in an extra-marital relationship. However, the shared require-
ments for conduct imposed by society confer strong disapproval of this act. Individuals are 
expected to avoid such relationships and live by the moral and legal norms that society has 
imposed. In other words, this paradigm states that behavioral control comes from without 
as well as within.

Sociologists study the patterning and consistency of these socially imposed rules for 
behavior and the degree to which they are effective in limiting deviant conduct. In a stable 
and well-understood community or society, few people can ignore or violate those shared 
social rules. The norms and expectations for acceptable conduct are clear, deeply estab-
lished, and universally enforced.

Sociologists understood very well that this had been precisely the situation in tradi-
tional societies—the small, tightly knit Gemeinschaft communities that existed before the 
beginning of the Industrial Revolution (Chapter 6). As explained, when the 1800s began, 
factory towns started to exist. Sociologists saw a new kind of social order arising in which 
the conditions of life were changing. The emerging Gesellschaft society was very unlike the 
traditional community. At first, some sociologists saw the new developments in positive 
terms. Their analyses were devoted to describing how the society was changing and how 
the new social order produced stability as a result of its increasing complexity. Initially, 
during the first half of the 1800s, the key idea that they developed was that society was a 
kind of increasingly complex “organism” whose parts functioned well together to keep it 
in equilibrium.
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Society as Organism

Virtually all of the sociologists of the nineteenth century saw a close fit between what was 
happening in society as industrialization proceeded and the structural or design features 
of an organism. This meant that a human society had all of the characteristics of an organ-
ism and could indeed be described in those terms. That is, like any organism, a society 
is made up of parts, and those parts function together as a system. Moreover, the parts 
are mutually dependent on each other, and the whole is more than the sum of its parts. In 
addition, like other organisms, it undergoes a process of evolution. If it is true that those 
are the critical features, sociologists believed, then human society can indeed logically be 
regarded as a special kind of organism.

A key factor in any organism is its degree of specialization. We noted earlier that this 
was a major observation of those who developed the concept of the mass society. People 
were engaging in more and more specialized activities in the workplace. Auguste Comte, a 
French philosopher and sociologist, saw great harmony and stability in the specialization 
that was increasing in society.8 Essentially, Comte saw how all the different occupational 
and other roles performed by people in a society fit together into an overall system, making 
it possible for the society to function smoothly as a whole, even though the people per-
forming the actions do not plan this deliberately.

Sources of Social Pathology

The significance of the organism concept as applied to society as a whole was that it pro-
vided a possible basis for diagnosing social ills, following the example of biology as a foun-
dation for medicine. It appeared that sociology, providing an understanding of the ways in 
which the (societal) organism functioned normally and smoothly, offered a possible route 
for understanding how social pathologies might develop. This was, in many ways, a con-
tinuation of the ancient search for the “just” society that had started with philosophers. 
With new understandings of social organization as the basis for social solidarity and an 
efficient social order, it would be possible to identify those social conditions which had 
failed, causing disorder and thereby becoming the source of social ills. In other words, 
problems like alcoholism, crime, divorce, child abuse, and even poverty, all of which were 
previously considered as failures of individual human beings, were now seen as failings of 
the social order.

It was for this reason that conditions such as overspecialization, the loss of respect for 
traditional folkways and mores, and the increasing need for effective formal systems of 
social control were so closely studied by the early sociologists. The influence of the mass 
media was part of this search. It was entirely possible, such scholars thought, that the mass 
media had become a source of social pathology.

The Era of Crowds

To sum up, the picture of a society that was put together by social scientists near the 
end of the nineteenth century can be described in the following terms: As industrializa-
tion continued, unlike people migrated to cities and their populations grew. The division 
of labor expanded hugely, creating great diversity in lifestyles. As a result, urban people 
became increasingly unlike each other. This led to anomie, a condition in which the social 
norms were increasingly unclear. Because of these trends, certain social pathologies were 
developing. The inhabitants of modern societies were becoming increasingly anonymous, 
socially isolated, and unresponsive to the opinions of others about their behavior. If these 
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trends were indeed correct, the social organization of the emerging society was more like 
that of a crowd than a community.

The idea of a society as a kind of “lonely crowd” began to gain wide acceptance among 
social scientists. For example, in 1895, the French sociologist Gustave Le Bon described 
the emerging organization of society as an era of crowds. He was concerned because he 
believed that people who had few or no social ties to each other—the inhabitants of the 
mass society—had gained the power to make collective decisions, guided only by their 
unconscious desires. In such a situation, public opinion is not based on rationality, even as 
it becomes a much more powerful force than it ever had been earlier.

To try to understand the political implications of the emerging society, Le Bon devel-
oped an elaborate analysis of the nature of crowds. By “crowd” he did not mean what we 
would think of today when we use that term to refer to a bunch of people gathered in a 
casual way—such as collected at a street corner to watch a parade. He was concerned with 
the deteriorating links between people incorporated in the mass society, especially when 
individual behavior is motivated primarily by the unconscious. For example, like the psy-
choanalysts, he discussed the place of instincts as well as the unconscious behavior of the 
inhabitants of modern society:

Crowds, doubtless, are always unconscious, but this very unconsciousness is perhaps 
one of the secrets of their success. In the natural world beings exclusively governed 
by instincts accomplish acts whose marvelous complexity astounds us. Reason is an 
attribute of humanity of too recent date and still too imperfect to reveal to us the laws 
of the unconscious, and still more to take its place. The part played by the unconscious 
in our acts is immense, and that played by reason very small.9

This view of the modern citizen’s decisions as driven by his or her unconscious, with little 
contribution from reason, rationality, or social relationships, seemed to Le Bon to have 
very disturbing implications. A major political change had occurred in Western societies 
with the decline of the monarchy. As a result of the American and French revolutions, 
great political power had been placed in the hands of ordinary citizens. A century earlier, 
political decisions were made by powerful rulers. The opinions of the masses counted for 
very little. Now the fate of governments and their leaders depended on the decisions of 
thousands of individual voters making their choices on the basis of unconscious forces. 
As Le Bon put it, “The divine right of the masses is about to replace the divine right of 
kings … The destinies of nations are elaborated at present in the heart of the masses and 
no longer in the councils of princes.”10

Obviously, Le Bon’s analysis of crowds and their significance for the political process 
had incorporated the new perspectives on human nature that were being developed, based 
both on Darwin’s theories of evolution and those of the psychoanalytic school of psy-
chology. An additional key idea that Le Bon stressed, and worried about, was that the 
psychological isolation of the individual in a crowd results in a great increase in suggesti-
bility. According to prevailing interpretations, if traditional norms and individual reason 
do not guide behavior, this leaves only the unconscious. If this is the case, and if reason 
does not filter incoming ideas, then suggestions coming from an outside source can sway 
and motivate the person to act, often in ways that would not be the case if the person were 
completely isolated from such suggestions. Le Bon saw this as a particularly dangerous 
state, and it has significant implications for understanding the fear of the mass media that 
was generated during the period. It seemed clear that a potent message in a newspaper 
article would be quite capable of suggesting a course of action to a suggestible individual 
that would be irresistible.
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The Media as Sources of Personal and Social Problems

What do all of these various paradigms about the psychological nature of the individual 
and changes in the social organization of society mean for understanding the magic bullet 
theory of the effects of the mass media of the time? The answer is that they were increasingly 
important in understanding how media content could lead people into forms of conduct that 
were personally and socially destructive. The role of the new mass newspapers in promoting 
personal deviance and social ills was the subject of much concern to thoughtful people of the 
period, and they began to voice their concerns. In particular, it seemed clear that newspa-
pers, because of their constant reporting on crimes, suicides, scandals, sexual misconduct, 
and other forms of destructive behavior, were serving as models for youth to emulate.

The Evils of the Mass Press

As the popular newspapers developed in the urban-industrial society, their news stories 
often reported crimes, arrests, and trials. The growing number of stories about stabbings, 
beatings, rape, murder, and other gross misconduct that came to peoples’ attention through 
the newspapers seemed to suggest that such behavior was on the increase—enhancing 
peoples’ feelings of possible danger from others. As such views became more common, 
sociologists became more concerned about the influences of newspapers.

To illustrate how the popular newspapers of the late 1800s were blamed for societal 
ills, the writings of the French sociologist Gabriel Tarde offer a clear example. Tarde was 
convinced that more traditional institutions in society—the church and the family—were 
losing control over young people. He charged that newspapers, due to their content, had 
become a source for promoting serious personal and social problems among suggestible 
juveniles. These problems included suicide among minors, increasing use of alcohol, and, 
in general, a rising rate of juvenile delinquency and crime.

Tarde conducted careful studies of the crime reports from a number of European coun-
tries, where he found a similar picture. There was, he said, “a growing perversity of youth” 
that he openly blamed on the newspapers. As background causes, he cited a number of 
social trends and changes. Specifically mentioned were “an increase in general irreligion 
… an exodus from rural areas to the cities … and above all, the contagious scourge of 
alcoholism.”11

But it was the newspapers Tarde identified as the more immediate cause of youth-
ful problems. He pointed out that children were not turning to libraries, to respectable 
meetings where learning could take place, or to artistic societies to improve their minds. 
Instead, sadly, they were using alcohol and reading newspapers.

… it is the trashy and malicious press, scandal-mongering, riddled with court cases, that 
awaits the student when he leaves school. The little newspaper, supplementing the little 
drink, alcoholizes his heart…. No less frightening … is pornography and slander, which 
have become the twin breasts nourishing the newspaper. The Chrionique judiciare [the 
court reports from which newspapers got their information] alone has caused more crimes 
through the ‘contagion of murder’ and of theft, which it instigates, than the schools could 
ever prevent. For not a murder is committed but the press becomes aroused …12

The opinions of Gabriel Tarde were highly respected. He was a distinguished judge and 
the author of authoritative works on a number of sociological topics. His analysis of the role 
of the newspaper in promoting juvenile crime and other problems influenced many other 
European intellectuals who were saying much the same thing: Mass newspapers filled their 
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daily editions with stories of crime and depravity. That these stories were a major factor 
in the deterioration of moral standards was widely accepted. This theme brought together 
the concerns of scholars who had been describing the problems generated by the new views 
of human nature and the negative features of the great social changes brought about by 
industrialization. By the end of the century, then, newspapers were believed by thoughtful 
members of the public as causes of many of the ills in society. The magic bullet theory 
seemed right on target and a very sound explanation of how mass communications were 
harming the human condition.

New Media in a New Century

In the early years of the twentieth century, totally new media were developed to provide 
entertainment, news, and other information to mass audiences. Their content would, in 
many respects, follow the same patterns as that which had enabled newspapers to develop 
and prosper. The emphasis would be on entertainment and popular culture. The now vener-
able newspaper would go through a period of “yellow journalism” (at least in major cities) in 
which entertaining the public was seen as more important than careful and truthful coverage 
of the events of the day. The movies, which were in their infancy as the century began, quickly 
became the favorite weekly entertainment of millions. Radio became a household medium 
during the 1920s. Our more modern media are logical extensions of these beginnings.

While this was happening, the magic bullet theory did not disappear. It came under 
attack by academic researchers who began to question its assumptions in the 1930s and 
especially when their findings showed that its predictions made no sense. However, the pub-
lic continued to believe that powerful and dangerous mass media were having negative effects 
on society. For example, the movies in the 1920s began depicting young people engaging 
in activities that shocked the older generation brought up believing in the Victorian code 
of morality. Young women in short dresses, with “bobbed” hair and wearing makeup like 
common harlots, were shown smoking and drinking. The radio was saturating the air-
waves with a dangerous form of popular music called “jazz.” It was clear that society was 
close to collapse. As one newspaper report stated in 1922:

Jazz Ruining Girls, Declares Reformer

[Chicago, January 21]—Moral disaster is coming to hundreds of American girls 
through the pathological, nerve irritating, sex-exciting music of jazz orchestras, 
according to the Illinois Vigilance Association.

In Chicago alone the association’s representatives have traced the fall of 1,000 girls in 
the last two years to jazz music.

Girls in small towns as well as the big cities, in poor homes and rich homes, are victims 
of the weird, insidious, neurotic music that accompanies modern dancing.

The degrading music is common not only to disorderly places, but often to high school 
affairs, to expensive hotels and so-called society circles, declares Rev. Richard Yarrow, 
superintendent of the Vigilance Association.

The report says that the vigilance society has no desire to abolish dancing, but seeks 
to awaken the public conscience to the present danger and future consequences of jazz 
music.13
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What, then, does one do when popular music pouring from one’s radio speaker is hav-
ing such destructive effects? What steps can one take when shameless behavior is openly 
depicted on the movie screens? For many, the answer was to pressure the industries involved 
to “clean up their acts.” That sometimes worked, as it did for the movie industry during 
the 1930s. Failing that, an appeal can be made to politicians to intervene with censorship. 
That is not likely to happen in any real sense due to a troublesome First Amendment to 
the U.S. Constitution.

Such problems continue to disturb many people even today. The magic bullet theory 
seems to them to say about all that needs to be understood about the effects of the mass 
media. Today’s version may be much modified from the one prevailing at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, but essentially it is still a concern in the minds of many people who 
serve as the media’s critics.

The Magic Bullet Theory: A Summary

Listed below are the principal assumptions and predictions that express the ideas of the 
magic bullet theory as it was developed late in the nineteenth century. Keep in mind 
that it was never put together in this way at the time. Also, as a theory, it has long since 
been abandoned by scholars and researchers and replaced by more realistic interpreta-
tions. Nevertheless, as it existed at the time, it could have been stated in the following 
propositions:

1 People in a “mass” society lead socially isolated lives with very limited social controls 
exerted over each other because they are from diverse origins and do not share a uni-
fying set of norms, values, and beliefs.

2 Like all animals, human beings are endowed at birth with a uniform set of instincts that 
guide their ways of responding to the world around them.

3 Because people’s actions are not influenced by social ties and are guided by uniform 
internal instincts, individuals attend to events (such as media messages) in similar 
ways.

4 People’s inherited human nature and their isolated social condition lead them to 
receive and interpret media messages in a uniform way.

5 Therefore, media messages are like symbolic “bullets,” striking every eye and ear and 
resulting in effects on thought and behavior that are direct, immediate, uniform, and, 
therefore, powerful.

Even though it has been abandoned by media researchers and theorists, the magic bul-
let theory has historical importance. It was with this kind of explanation that systematic 
interpretations about the effects of mass communication began, based on what seemed to 
be valid biological, psychological, and social science at the time. But equally important, it 
started research into the effects of mass communication. Fortunately, as many of the chap-
ters that follow will show, explanations of the process and effects of mass communication 
are far more complicated than those that the discredited magic bullet theory provided.

Questions for Discussion

1 The (discredited) “Magic Bullet Theory” reflected an earlier belief that media mes-
sages reach every eye and ear alike, resulting in effects upon audiences that were 
direct, immediate, uniform, and powerful. Why? What were the general explanations 
or paradigms of that era that formed the underlying foundations of the theory and 
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that seemed to explain important aspects of human behavior and the nature of the 
urban-industrial society?

2 Early beliefs about uniform and powerful media effects caused many people to fear 
the media, resulting in a “legacy of fear” that seems to exist even today with newer 
media, including video games, the Internet, and social media. What are some of these 
concerns and fears, and how would you address them?
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10 The Selective and Limited 
Influences Theory

While media such as newspapers, magazines, movies, and home radio were in wide use in 
the United States by the mid-1920s, systematic research on the process and effects of mass 
communication within a science perspective did not begin until the late 1920s and early 
1930s. One of the reasons was that, before that time, media scholars had little in the way 
of scientific research tools to use in addressing the issue of media influences. That is not 
to say that earlier scholars were uninterested in newspapers or other media that played a 
part in shaping political or social behavior. During the last decades of the 1800s, or early 
1900s, as this text has explained, intellectuals like James Bryce, Walter Lippmann, Charles 
Horton Cooley, and Gustave Le Bon began to write thoughtful essays discussing the role 
of newspapers in political and social life. Some claimed that the newspapers of their time 
had great power. Others concluded that they did not.

Walter Lippmann’s 1919 investigation of newspaper stories about the Russian 
Revolution appears to be the first empirical study of a mass medium. It was a rough 
content analysis with a very narrow focus—but at the time, he had little else in the way 
of methodology with which to conduct his study. The epistemology of statistics, based 
on probability, was developing in the agricultural sciences and other fields, but before 
the 1920s, it had not been brought into the social sciences. Sophisticated research meth-
ods for the study of behavior also came along but a bit later. Even by the end of World 
War II, the question of how much influence media had on whom was still very much a 
subject of debate.

By the early 1940s, research findings began to accumulate, but in some cases, they 
yielded contradictory conclusions. As sociologist Joseph Klapper wrote:

The figure of the pen as mightier than the sword has been modernized by social observ-
ers who have claimed that the mass media are more powerful than the atom bomb. 
Other social observers have scoffed. As the more fearful have pointed to the impressive 
successes of various propaganda campaigns, the more phlegmatic have pointed to the 
impressive failures of other campaigns. Neither group has [been able] to find evidence 
to support its position.1

But between the late 1920s and the mid-1940s, the debate over media power began to take 
a new turn. Media scholars made fewer claims based on speculation, logic, anecdotes, and 
opinion. Increasingly, they reached their conclusions on the basis of evidence uncovered by 
empirical research. It was a slow and uncertain process at first. The early projects under-
taken were uncoordinated with each other, focused on unrelated goals, and sometimes 
based on methods and techniques that were unsophisticated. Nevertheless, as research 
evidence began to accumulate, it became increasingly clear that the powerful influences 
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(magic bullet) theory was simply inadequate to describe and explain the effects of mass 
communications on audiences.

As the present chapter will explain, both the advancement of basic knowledge about 
the human condition provided by the social sciences and research findings from early 
media studies seriously challenged the magic bullet explanation. The conclusion that the 
mass media reached every eye and ear uniformly, bringing about immediate and universal 
effects, was simply wrong. As a result, the magic bullet theory was discredited. A very dif-
ferent explanation was needed to replace it.

An important set of developments, making it possible to conduct systematic research 
on the processes and effects of mass communication, was that new and basic insights con-
cerning human nature had been discovered and verified by research in both psychology 
and sociology. Psychologists had abandoned their explanations of human conduct based 
on inherited instincts—which essentially assumed that all human beings were more or 
less alike in the genetic factors that motivated and shaped their behavior. Replacing such 
explanations were new theories of learning, motivation, perception, attitude, and other 
behavioral predispositions that explained how each human being is a unique personality, 
different from others, and his or her attributes are developed through socialization in a 
complex social and cultural environment.

Sociologists, on the other hand, were learning of the importance of various kinds of 
social groupings and differences among different categories of people who made up a popu-
lation. In understanding social behavior, therefore, much depended on the location of the 
individual within the social structure. For example, where the person was in the ranking 
system of society helped shape his or her ideas on conduct. Each socioeconomic class was 
characterized by distinct lifestyles. Being raised as an upper-class person produced a dif-
ferent human being than being raised poor at the bottom of the social structure. The same 
was true of being a member in various kinds of groups—either as a child or as an adult. 
Those in the military, for example, developed a different outlook on life and different pat-
terns of behavior than, say, those in prison or in a fundamentalist religious community. 
It became increasingly clear that unique subcultures, existing in a variety of such social 
categories and groups, were truly significant sources for learning how one should think, 
believe, and behave.

As new behavioral paradigms were developed in these basic social sciences, and as 
research methods used in each—experiments, surveys, attitude measurement, longitudi-
nal studies, etc.—became more and more sophisticated, media researchers were able to 
use these conceptual and methodological tools to press forward the scientific study of the 
process and effects of mass communication.

A brief review of what was taking place within both psychology and sociology, 
as the context within which media studies emerged, can be helpful in understanding 
the directions taken by early mass communication research. Those developments, in 
turn, provided keys for understanding how theories changed in the study of media 
inf luences.

Psychology Discovers the Importance of Individual Differences

During the first half of the twentieth century, psychologists made great strides in dis-
covering how individual differences in one’s personal cognitive organization had a pro-
found influence on human behavior. Early in the century, the theories of Sigmund Freud 
and other psychoanalysts provided perspectives that seemed to explain many seem-
ingly inexplicable features of human conduct. Repressed memories of early childhood 
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experiences, sexual fantasies, emotional attachments to parents of the opposite sex, 
and even the nature of dreams were said to shape the choices people made in their lives. 
Not all psychologists subscribed to Freud’s theories, but they clearly represented a new 
direction away from the explanations of the past. A major feature of the new psychol-
ogy was an emphasis on differences that prevailed between individuals within a given 
population.

The Basis of Individual Uniqueness

Even in the late 1800s, as the new field of psychology was developing, it became clear 
that patterns of attention differed greatly among human beings. As discussed in Chapter 
5, in classic experiments, Wilhelm Wundt and a host of later investigators demonstrated 
that differences in attention patterns could influence response patterns. Using a variety 
of so-called “brass instruments,” Wundt was able to demonstrate that variations in levels 
and patterns of attention influenced the way and speed with which experimental subjects 
responded to stimuli in laboratory settings. Clearly, attention was not a factor uniformly 
distributed among human beings.

Early in the 1900s, the development of ways to measure intelligence was another accom-
plishment. The measurement of “intelligence quotients” (IQs) using various kinds of tests 
was routinely accomplished even by the time of World War I. It was clear that IQ was a 
truly important psychological characteristic that was far from uniform from one indi-
vidual to the next. Those who scored high in such assessments made different behavio-
ral choices than those who scored lower. All racial and ethnic populations appeared to 
have the same general or average level of intelligence—and each had a statistically normal 
distribution, with half of the population at various points below and above the median. 
However, individuals within these distributions varied greatly. One research project from 
Army studies produced findings that were startling at the time of the discovery. It was 
found that African Americans, who had been raised and had gone to school in the North, 
scored significantly higher on IQ tests than whites who had similar years of schooling in 
the South. It was obvious that the social environment, and not inherited characteristics, 
had produced different outcomes. Findings such as these challenged prevailing assump-
tions about the natural or inborn abilities of the races.

The basis of perception came under psychological investigation with special scru-
tiny during the 1920s. The Gestalt psychologists were able to show how human beings 
attended to stimuli, processed them psychologically, and interpreted their meanings in 
characteristic ways. While they sought general patterns and principles, it was clear that 
there was great variation among individual persons in how this psychological task was 
achieved. That is, people attributed meanings to both simple and complex stimuli in a 
variety of ways.

The measurement of differences in individual predispositions was another area in 
which great advances were made. Central to this was the study of attitudes. Attitudes 
were said to be important influences on action. A negative attitude or a positive one was 
thought to forecast how a particular individual would relate to the object of the atti-
tude. L. L. Thurstone, Rensis Likert, and many other psychologists developed systematic 
ways to provide quantitative assessments of people in terms of such predispositions to 
accept or reject, to like or dislike, various features of their physical, social, and cultural 
environment.

The study of learning and forgetting also revealed truly significant individual differences 
within human populations. While, on average, people in every population seemed to be 
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as able to learn at the same rate and level, there was great variation and diversity from 
one individual to another. Some individuals acquired new forms of behavior or stable 
habits quickly and easily, while others were much slower to learn. Beginning early in the 
twentieth century, the study of learning became one of the central focuses of psychology. 
Differences in intelligence remain a central issue for study even today.

Psychological Factors in Audience Behavior

One of the first things that became apparent as social scientists turned research attention 
to the mass media was that patterns of attention, perception, learning, and retention var-
ied greatly among audiences. It was clear, almost from the beginnings of systematic mass 
communication research, that some people read or viewed, understood, and were influ-
enced by media content in distinct and different ways.

“Individual differences” in psychological background and personal cognitive organiza-
tion, then, are at the heart of ways in which people attend to and interpret mass communi-
cations. These differences are directly linked to personal interests, habits, preferences, and 
tastes that are products of prior learning experiences. Thus, as is the case with fingerprints 
and DNA, no two people are psychologically identical. Each person represents a distinct 
profile of likes and dislikes, needs, motivations, acceptances and avoidances, prejudices 
and loyalties, and so on. Thus, when people process any kind of information, including 
mass media content, individual differences in psychological organization and functioning will 
be determining factors in how the individual responds to that information. That generaliza-
tion has become a central feature of assumptions that are now made about the process and 
effects of mass communication.

Sociology Discovers the Importance of Social Factors

As the sociologists of the nineteenth century saw industrialization and urbanization in the 
Western world changing the social order from traditional to mass societies (Gemeinschaft 
to Gesellschaft), they assumed that individuals were increasingly being cut off from tradi-
tional social ties. They were becoming what David Reisman would characterize, decades 
later, as a “lonely crowd.”2 That is, people were assumed to be leading lives of personal 
isolation, anonymity, and anomie—even though (as Durkheim had maintained) they 
were held together in their society by their interlocking role activities and dependencies. 
We noted in Chapter 6 the theoretical model of the “mass society” that emerged from this 
type of analysis.

From Social Uniformity to Social Diversity

In more modern times, sociologists changed that model. As they began uncovering the 
factual nature of modern societies, they had to abandon the concept of mass society. 
Beginning in the 1920s, a different view of modern society began to replace it. However, 
it remained clear that the urban-industrial social order was one of great diversity. At first, 
that diversity was interpreted as the foundation of the “lonely crowd” idea. Large numbers 
of immigrants had poured into the United States, making its residents culturally dissimi-
lar to each other. Diverse people relocated from farms and villages to cities. Moreover, the 
Industrial Revolution had greatly expanded the division of labor. Their differing roles in 
the occupational labor force, their income, level of educational attainment, and their occu-
pational prestige, it was assumed, effectively identified where people fit into very different 
socioeconomic strata (class levels), which further isolated people from each other.
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Generally, then, modern societies were characterized by a large number of distinctive 
social categories. In other words, people could be classified in a variety of ways based on 
religion, ethnicity, occupational position, educational attainment, racial identity, nation-
ality of origin, political affiliation, economic worth, and so on. These social and cultural 
characteristics, it was believed, were what made individuals very different from each other, 
bringing each person to respond to various features of his or her environment in totally 
individualistic ways—including the mass media.

The Discovery of Subcultures

What had not been apparent to the sociologists who had studied and analyzed these new social 
categories of people was the fact that within each of the major groupings, their similarities 
brought them together. Thus, poor Italians of the Catholic faith and immigrant background, 
who lived in a particular neighborhood and worked at modest jobs, all had similar lifestyles. 
They all faced similar problems, which they tended to deal with in similar ways. This often led 
them to behave in parallel and predictable ways. In the same manner, white upper-middle-class 
people who had moved to affluent suburbs at the edge of the city were also drawn together, 
facing the same problems, having similar interests, and developing similar lifestyles. Members 
of such categories, then, developed somewhat uniform patterns of thinking and action as they 
collectively coped with their environment. These patterns were called subcultures.

Generally, then, it soon became clear that much of the behavior of a given individual 
was linked to social category membership. Members of such categories tended to share a 
set of distinctive norms rather uniform beliefs and mutually expected patterns of action. 

 People in modern societies are characterized by a number of distinctive social categories, based 
on religion, ethnicity, occupation, education, nationality of origin, political affiliation, and more. 
These social characteristics influence the ways that individuals respond to their environment and to 
the mass media in unique ways.
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Sociologists began to study and describe those lifestyles as they observed such categories as 
blue-collar assembly line workers, street corner youths in the central city, prison inmates, 
families living in middle-class suburbs, teenagers in high school, upper-middle-class profes-
sionals, and so on. The unique ways of life and belief structures of these local subcultures 
explained a great deal about why one person would study hard, postpone gratification, and 
struggle to succeed, while another would gain status and prestige by carrying out deviant 
behavior or engaging in criminal activities.

Social category membership, in many cases, then, corresponded to a subculture in which 
an individual participated, shaping many of the person’s preferences and choices. The impli-
cations were that patterns of interpersonal ties and social relationships that people have with 
each other, plus their location within a complex set of social categories, are critical factors in 
explaining their behavior in a variety of settings. This complex principle helped explain the indi-
vidual differences psychologists were finding in patterns of cognitive processing, perception, 
learning, predispositions, and all the rest. As social scientists and other researchers turned 
their attention to the mass media, it also became an important principle that would play a 
key part in developing theories concerning the process and effects of mass communication.

With the individual differences and social categories paradigms in place, thinking about 
mass communication took a new turn. The earliest investigators were social scientists 
who saw that the media could bring critical influences on populations. They designed 
research and developed theories that they hoped would lead to better understandings of 
the influences and functions of the media in modern society. It was not an easy task. A 
huge accumulation of research evidence would be required before the influences of mass 
communication would be adequately understood. Moreover, these efforts did not begin in 
a vacuum. The print media had long been in existence, and many intellectuals had spec-
ulated about their influences on individuals and society. Thus, there was already in place 
a body of opinions and speculative conclusions about the power of the media to influence 
the thoughts and actions of individuals who attended to their content. As it turned out, 
much of that body of ideas would prove to be largely incorrect, and much of it would have 
to be swept aside before research would provide more valid answers.

World War I Propaganda as an Influence on Media Theory

In retrospect, the (discredited) magic bullet theory now seems counterintuitive and even 
naive. How was it, then, that those who tried to understand the influences of the mass 
media of the time were so seriously misled? Why did they assume that newspapers, and 
even the brand new motion pictures of the period, had such power to influence people in 
similar ways? One reason, discussed earlier, was the explanations of the human condition 
and the mainsprings of human conduct that prevailed during the late 1800s. Such factors 
as instincts and assumptions about the isolation of the individual in the new industrial 
society predicted a uniformity of action among human beings.

However, another major source of beliefs about the power of mass communication to 
shape and control the beliefs and behavior of individuals was the experience provided by 
the use of the media for propaganda purposes in World War I. In fact, there are grounds 
for concluding that the beginning of theory development concerning the influences of 
mass communication began as a result of the efforts of propagandists during that time. It 
does seem clear that those efforts played a part in alerting social scientists to the potential 
power of mass communications to influence entire populations.

World War I was a global conflict in which entire nations—not just soldiers on the bat-
tlefield—took part. It was a war in which factory and farm production, as well as morale 
and political support among people at home, were as important as victories in the trenches. 
The military might of both the Axis and the Allied powers depended not only on the 
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willingness of families to sacrifice their young men but also on the motivation of civilian 
workers and farmers who were producing the necessities of war. It was quickly realized, 
on both sides of the conflict, that if those civilian contributors could be discouraged, it 
could hamper their commitment and their productivity. By the same token, if they could 
be strongly motivated, remain deeply patriotic, and work even harder with increased ded-
ication to the cause, that enthusiasm could provide a significant advantage that might well 
influence the ultimate outcome.

The Need for Propaganda

As the Great War started, officials quickly realized that the answer to getting popula-
tions to make significant sacrifices and dedicate themselves vigorously to war effort was 
to disseminate effective motivational messages. This required the controlled use of every 
available medium to transmit messages continuously to large audiences. Such messages 
had to be designed to show the vicious and brutal nature of the enemy and the pure and 
noble characteristics of one’s own side. One week after the United States entered the war, 
President Woodrow Wilson established the Committee on Public Information (CPI) in an 
effort to shape the views and attitudes of American citizens. During the war, the federal 
government exercised unprecedented power to accomplish this.3 Between 1914 and 1918, 
professional communicators went to work to accomplish this goal with a vengeance:

Carefully designed propaganda messages engulfed the nation in news stories, pictures, 
films, phonograph records, speeches, books, sermons, posters, wireless signals, rumors, 
billboard advertisements and handbills. Top-level policy makers decided that the stakes 
were so high and the ends so important that they justified almost any means. Citizens 
had to hate the enemy, love their country and maximize their commitment to the war 
effort. They could not be depended upon to do this on their own. The mass media of 
communication available at the time became the principal tools for persuading them.4

It was a time of public innocence regarding the nature of propaganda. Even the word was 
virtually unknown by most people. As a consequence, these efforts did not come under public 
suspicion, and they were enormously successful as media-generated constructions of reality.

Later, after the war, the role of the propagandists was strongly criticized. Much of what they 
had claimed was patently false. Neither the Axis nor the Allied leaders or soldiers were the 
brutal monsters portrayed in the propaganda, but entire populations on both sides had learned 
from these messages that the enemy was truly evil and that all righteous people had valid rea-
sons to hate them. They also learned that their own cause was just, that God was on their side, 
and that the great sacrifices they were making were required in order to save humanity.

Propaganda’s Remarkable Success

In short, propaganda worked—and to a remarkable degree. As it turned out, the Allied 
Powers, and especially the British, were particularly effective in the use of propaganda, 
but the Germans had their own experts who were also successful. The persuasive messages 
transmitted by both sides reached their intended audiences directly and easily because vir-
tually everyone was, understandably, vitally interested in the progress and outcome of the 
war. Moreover, on both sides, the simple and repetitive messages of the propagandists were 
not resisted and were widely understood in precisely the ways intended by their designers.

Because these mass-communicated efforts were so successful, a belief was generated 
following the war that the mass media could readily control the beliefs and behavior of the 
multitude. The propaganda messages did indeed seem like “magic bullets” that reached 
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every eye and ear to produce relatively uniform results immediately in all who received 
them. These were, of course, the basic propositions of the magic bullet theory, which was 
discussed in Chapter 9. The great lesson offered by the overwhelming success achieved by 
propaganda during the war was that the media had great power to influence the beliefs and 
behavior of virtually everyone in their audiences. Thus, the underlying ideas of the magic 
bullet theory appeared to be valid.

Early Movie Research Seemed to Support the Magic Bullet Theory

Another source of support for the belief that the media have great power came from a large-
scale research project conducted by social scientists a few years after the war. The project 
was called the Payne Fund Studies. It was a series of investigations of the effects of the 
movies on children.5 A case can be made that it was with this investigation that the field of 
mass communication research in an empirical sense most effectively got its start. As noted, 
its focus was on the movies. By the 1920s, the film industry had been thriving in the United 
States for more than a decade. Indeed, the movies had become the recreation of choice for 
citizens of virtually every category, and the average family attended more than once a week. 
Kids could get into a Saturday afternoon matinee for only a dime. Among those going to 
the movies on a weekly basis were approximately 17 million children under the age of 14.

Why the Movies Seemed Powerful

The content of the movies of the late 1920s, and the influences they were suspected of hav-
ing on children, began to disturb many thoughtful people—parents, teachers, educators, 
and religious leaders. The reason was that films were routinely presenting depictions of 
crimes being committed, of people drinking alcohol (during a time of prohibition), of men 
and women together in bedrooms, and of gangsters who had fast cars and fast girlfriends. 
Indeed, by the late 1920s, some films were even showing women in their undergarments—
at a time when the majority of the population had barely emerged from the Victorian era 
of conservative dress and morality.

Many critics deplored this type of movie content and concluded that the youth of the 
nation were at risk—that they were being influenced to adopt lower moral standards and 
to emulate the unacceptable behavior shown in the films. However, adding to the concerns 
of the public, as W. W. Charters—a distinguished media scholar of the time—noted, the 
influence of the movies was poorly understood:

Motion pictures are not understood by the present generation of adults. They are 
new; they make an enormous appeal to children; and they present ideas and situations 
which parents may not like. Consequently, when parents think of the welfare of their 
children who are exposed to these compelling situations, they wonder about the effects 
of the pictures upon the ideals and behavior of the children…. In short, just what effect 
do motion pictures have upon children of different ages?6

It was becoming increasingly clear that answers were needed. Motion picture producers 
were coming under pressure to “clean up” their portrayals, and they were increasingly 
anxious about possible intervention and control by the government. It is important to note 
that the content of films was not protected by the First Amendment at the time (that would 
not be the case until the 1950s). This meant that politicians could step in and literally shut 
down the industry if the public demanded it.

As explained earlier, another factor in this set of developments was the increasing 
sophistication of the social sciences. New tools for research had been developed in the 
form of attitude scales, experimental designs, survey techniques, and inferential statistics. 
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Armed with new concepts, new understandings of the individual and social nature of 
human beings, plus an increasingly sophisticated methodology, a number of social scien-
tists were eager to study the influences of the movies using these tools. However, there were 
no government agencies providing grants for behavioral research, and a major barrier was 
where to find the funding to support such efforts.

Large-Scale Research Begins

In 1928, these elements came together to launch the first truly large-scale study of the influ-
ences of a medium of mass communication. William H. Short, the executive director of the 
Motion Picture Research Council, proposed to a group of social scientists and educators that 
they conduct a series of scientific studies aimed at uncovering the influence of movies on chil-
dren. He had obtained a commitment from a private philanthropic foundation—the Payne 
Fund—to cover the rather considerable expenses. As a result, a number of prominent scholars 
in psychology, sociology, and education agreed to design and conduct specific types of studies.

The efforts of these researchers continued over three years. The scope of the project 
was impressive. Thirteen specific studies were undertaken between 1929 and 1932. Their 
findings were published in ten volumes in the early 1930s. Under investigation were issues 
such as the following: (1) the content and themes of 1,500 films, (2) the frequency of attend-
ance by different age categories of children (average was once a week), (3) the retention of 
factual information from films, (4) the influence of films on children’s attitudes toward 
selected racial and ethnic categories and toward selected social issues, (5) the capacity of 
films to arouse children’s emotions, (6) how seeing certain types of films interrupted chil-
dren’s sleep, (7) the influence of films on standards of morality, (8) the relationship between 
exposure to films and specific forms of conduct—including delinquency and crime.

Each of the studies involved hundreds of subjects, or even thousands in some cases, and 
the findings seemed clear. The overall conclusion was that the movies were having strong 
influences on children.7 What is significant about all of this research is that what these early 
media investigators concluded seemed to reinforce the basic ideas of the magic bullet 
theory—the movies had powerful influences on children. Understandably, the public became 
alarmed, and the entire effort played a part during the 1930s in the imposition by the movie 
industry itself of a rigid “code” governing what content could be shown in films.

Controversial Results

Following their publication, however, two things happened regarding the Payne Fund studies. 
One was that the research methods used in the film studies received harsh criticism from some 
academic research specialists. Some of the projects were, in fact, not up to the methodolog-
ical standards that were then expected in the social sciences. However, the public was not in 
a position to understand such criticisms and did not take them seriously. They dismissed the 
methodological debates as unimportant. They saw them as arguments about fine points of nav-
igation that were taking place while the ship was sinking. It seemed clear to most citizens that 
the movies were offering objectionable content and that all children who attended were at risk.

A second challenge to the conclusions from the Payne Fund studies came from addi-
tional research that began to accumulate in the years that followed. Increasingly, their 
conclusions, which many saw as paralleling the assumptions of the magic bullet theory, 
came under increased scrutiny. Eventually, however, that theory was abandoned. But the 
demise of the magic bullet explanation did not take place quickly or as a result of one or 
two dramatic research efforts. What happened was that as systematic research on mass 
communication slowly began to accumulate, beginning in the late 1930s, the idea that 
all members of an audience reacted similarly and immediately to a mass-communicated 
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message was increasingly seen to have significant flaws. Eventually, the magic bullet the-
ory had to be replaced with one that was more consistent with the facts.

The new theory, which eventually was called the selective and limited influences theory, 
was also never set forth at the time as a set of interrelated propositions. Nevertheless, it 
became increasingly understood by those who were conducting media research that the 
audiences, toward whom a particular radio broadcast, newspaper story, film, or other 
form of mass communications were directed, attended selectively and that the influences of 
particular forms of content on their ideas and behavior were clearly limited.

The Magic Bullet Theory Is Discredited

Important studies were conducted during the late 1930s and early 1940s that offered 
challenges to the earlier magic bullet theory and ultimately caused it to be discredited. 
For example, one was a study of a dramatic radio play depicting an invasion of earth by 
Martians—to which many people responded in an extreme way. Another was an investiga-
tion of a series of radio programs intended to raise tolerance of a number of ethnic groups 
within the American population. A third was conducted by the U.S. Army in the early 
years of World War II in an attempt to influence newly drafted soldiers’ commitments to 
the war effort and their attitudes toward the enemy.

The Invasion from Mars: Individual Differences and Selective Audience Responses

In October 1938, the United States was invaded by dreadful creatures from Mars, who 
wreaked havoc in the New Jersey area where they initially landed and began a deadly poi-
son gas assault as they moved toward New York City. At least that was what some six mil-
lion Americans heard on the night of October 30, as they listened to a radio play presented 
in a “you are there” news style. It was a dramatic adaptation of the H. G. Wells 1896 novel 
War of the Worlds, which had described similar events. It was a clever and creative radio 
play designed for Halloween entertainment and presented by the CBS Mercury Theater 
On the Air—a popular weekly broadcast.

The play, like the novel on which it was based, was a masterpiece. Authentic-sounding 
actors played parts as astronomers, high-level political authorities, journalists, military 
leaders, and victims of the Martians. In the short time of an hour’s broadcast, the invaders 
were fought fiercely, but for Earthlings, it was a losing cause. Even bombing the invaders 
from the air did no good. The Martians prevailed, and the earth was clearly doomed. At 
the end of the program, listeners heard only a lone radio voice, plaintively asking, “Isn’t 
anyone on the air? Isn’t anyone there?”

As an immediate result of the broadcast, at least a million terrified people reacted in 
panic. Telephone switchboards all over the country were swamped. However, many listen-
ers did not check with local authorities by phone—or anyone else—to see if the broadcast 
was genuine. In fact, most who panicked did not even switch their dials to other radio sta-
tions to see if things there were normal. Among those who were frightened by the broad-
cast, some blindly threw the kids and a few groceries into the car and headed for the hills 
to get away from the Martians. Others simply hid in their basement, cried, or gave up, 
praying for their survival. In the days that followed, the radio network came under intense 
criticism for what had taken place.

Seeing an opportunity to study panic behavior on a large scale, Professor Hadley Cantril, 
a social psychologist at Princeton University, quickly organized a research project to try to 
determine why some members of the audience were so strongly influenced by the broadcast 
while others were not.8 This researcher and his associates were social psychologists, and 
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they were not routinely or specifically interested in the influences of mass communication. 
Their focus was on the panic behavior that followed the broadcast and not on the media 
content that triggered it. They sought to understand (1) the extent of the panic; (2) why this 
particular broadcast frightened a large number of people, while other fantastic plays on 
radio did not; and (3) what personal characteristics of (individual differences) among audi-
ence members caused the Mars broadcast to frighten some listeners but not others.

It was the last question, regarding the selective influence on some members of the audi-
ence who heard the play, but not on others who also heard the broadcast, that actually 
addressed an important issue in mass communication. That is, out of some 16 million who 
attended to the program, only 1 million had panicked. That pattern of selective influence 
did not fit the predictions of the magic bullet theory. If that theory was correct, then all 
who heard the broadcast should have responded in a uniform way. It is clear that their 
results offered a direct and serious challenge to the magic bullet theory.

Essentially, the researchers found that there were important individual differences 
between those who checked to see and then decided that the broadcast was a clever play 
and those who thought that it was a genuine news broadcast. One important difference 
was the listener’s religiosity—that is, the strength of religious beliefs. Those with strong 
beliefs were much more likely to think that the invasion was real—an act of God—and a 
clear sign that “the end was near.” Assessments were made of listeners’ personality char-
acteristics that seemed to distinguish those who were frightened from those who were not. 
For example, those who were susceptible to panic were more likely to be characterized 
by emotional insecurity, various phobias (irrational fears), limited self-confidence, and a 
belief that their lives were controlled by mysterious powers. Thus, individual differences in 
personality traits, that is, in psychological makeup, were identified as an important factor 
in shaping how people attended to and responded to this particular radio program.

Overall, the researchers concluded that the most important personal factor was critical 
ability—the kind of “common sense” one needs to check out an unfamiliar situation. That 
factor appeared to be the most important variable that separated those who panicked from 
those who did not. Additionally, the social context of listening was also related to whether a 
person would panic. If a person tuned in at the request of frightened friends, it was more likely 
that he or she would believe the event was real. Other social relationships also separated the 
susceptible from those who sorted out the situation correctly. A listener who heard the broad-
cast together with other members of the family or friends, who were skeptical and who checked 
with someone by phone or who switched to other stations, were not strongly influenced.

Seen from the perspective of mass communication theory, then, these findings were 
clearly inconsistent with a magic bullet interpretation, in which all who attend to a mass 
communication are immediately and equally influenced. Instead, Cantril’s results revealed 
very selective patterns of attention, interpretation, and influence. Some people attended 
without checking to see if it was real, but others did not. Some thought the Martians had 
landed, but others did not. Some went into panic, but others did not. Each of these modes 
of response was related to various personal and social characteristics of the listener. In 
other words, the entire body of research findings suggested a more selective and limited 
audience response to the broadcast, rather than a uniform and universally powerful one.

It must be kept in mind, however, that one research project is not enough, either to sup-
port or depose a deeply established theory. Cantril’s study seemed to offer a significantly 
new way of looking at the process of mass communication and its effects, but it would take 
more than a single study to reformulate the thinking of social scientists, media scholars, 
and members of the public who still had the lessons of World War I propaganda before 
them. However, as additional studies accumulated, it became increasingly clear that a new 
theoretical perspective was needed to understand the influence of the media.
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Social Categories That Shape Selective Media Attention

By the 1930s, radio was a widely used mass medium. At the end of that decade, a radio 
receiver could be found in virtually every home and in almost all recently manufactured 
cars. Moreover, stations all over the country were linked into several networks.

In 1940, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, a pioneer in media research, used radio to achieve a pro- 
social goal. He studied responses to a series of programs designed to increase the accept-
ance of, and tolerance toward, several ethnic groups (e.g., Italians, Poles, and so on) in the 
United States. A number of programs were broadcast, each focusing on a different nation 
of origin:

The purpose was to teach tolerance of other nationalities. The indications were, how-
ever, that the audience for each program consisted mainly of the nationality group 
that was currently being praised. There was little chance for the program to teach 
tolerance because the self-selection of each audience produced a body of listeners who 
heard only about the contributions of a country which each already approved.9

Observations such as this openly challenged the idea that audience response was immedi-
ate, direct, uniform, and powerful. Evidence was making it increasingly clear that people 
attended to the media in very selective ways. That is, personal traits and characteristics 
played a part, and the social categories into which people could be grouped were also a fac-
tor. As research continued to accumulate, and as the social sciences increasingly unraveled 
the ways in which personal traits and social category memberships influenced virtually all 
forms of behavior, the foundation was in place for a new theoretical perspective emphasiz-
ing the selective nature of attention to media content and its limited influence on members 
of the audience.

Army Film Studies: Different Effects on Different People from the Same Content

On December 7, 1941, airplanes from Japanese carriers suddenly and unexpectedly attacked 
American naval vessels and other military targets in Pearl Harbor, near Honolulu. They 
reduced the number of battleships and other vessels of the U.S. Pacific Fleet to ruins and 
devastated various bases and installations, with a significant loss of life. The next day, 
President Roosevelt called a special session of Congress, declaring that December 7, 1941, 
was “a date that will live in infamy.” He announced that a state of war existed with Japan 
and the other Axis countries that were its allies.

It was a trying time for the United States, which was poorly prepared to enter a full-
scale war of worldwide proportions. There was an instant need to rebuild the Navy, greatly 
accelerate war production, and, above all, add millions of young men to the armed ser-
vices. It was a time of great patriotism. Early on, thousands and thousands of young people 
dropped what they were doing and volunteered for one of the military services. For those 
men who did not volunteer, the draft brought them into the armed forces. Few resisted; 
virtually everyone shared a conviction that the country now had a highly significant moral 
mission to fight back and defeat enemies. The problem was how to gear up to do so as 
quickly as possible.

To turn citizens into soldiers in the least possible time, the U.S. Army set up recruit 
training camps in all parts of the country. Approximately 15 million young men and 
several thousands of young women went into the military service. In recruit training, 
they were taught about military matters, such as close-order drill, the use of weapons, 
proper wearing of uniforms, whom to salute, and all the rest. Then they were sorted into 
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various special assignments that the army needed. Some became cooks, clerks, or co- pilots; 
others became signal specialists, combat medics, or truck drivers, and so on. Others were 
assigned to fighter or bomber groups, artillery or tank units that would confront the 
enemy. Large numbers went to infantry units that would directly engage the enemy on 
the battlefield.

It was with the latter categories that the army was especially concerned. Those who 
would see combat faced the most critical and dangerous tasks. Their motivation and com-
mitment to the war were absolutely vital. Immediately it became apparent to officials that 
many of the people entering the service actually had very little knowledge about what 
had led up to the war or why the United States had become involved. Most had heard of 
Pearl Harbor, of course, but beyond that, they had little knowledge of Japan, its industrial 
capacity, its recent history of the war in China, or its objectives in attacking the American 
bases at Pearl Harbor. Similarly, many understood that Germany had been at war with 
England since 1939 and had overrun Europe, but they knew little about the Nazis, the 
Wehrmacht and its blitzkreig tactics, the Luftwaffe, and the Battle of Britain, and so on. It 
was necessary, the high command of the Army believed, to teach the basics of these recent 
events and issues so that soldiers would understand why they had to fight. Only by teaching 
these new soldiers what their enemies were like and the nature of what they had done could 
they expect to increase the recruits’ dedication and raise their morale to press on with a 
long and difficult war.

To accomplish these multiple objectives—teach a body of facts about the enemy, estab-
lish a belief in the right of the American cause, and generally increase motivation to pursue 
the war, the army had a series of motion pictures produced. The series was called Why We 
Fight. Each film showed some aspect of the war, presenting much factual material, and 
each included persuasive content intended to accomplish the army’s objectives. Aside from 
their general use as part of military training, several of the films were systematically shown 
to a group of recruits in experimental settings to evaluate whether the motion pictures 
achieved the objectives—to see what influences they had on these recruits.

One of the most interesting features of these film studies is that there was no problem of 
selective attention and exposure. The recruits were simply marched to the building where 
the films were shown. They then viewed them under the watchful eyes of tough sergeants. 
No one went to sleep, read a magazine, munched on popcorn, or whispered to his bud-
dies. Afterward, under the same close supervision, the recruits filled out questionnaires 
assessing the influence of the films. The result was a very “clean” experimental situation. 
Afterward, assessments were made to see if the films had a direct and immediate influence 
on their audience. That is, the beliefs and feelings of the recruits were measured by the tests 
of factual material and by the various opinion and attitude scales used in the experiment.

The results were clear—but in many ways, they were disappointing. The soldiers did 
learn a lot of factual information from the films. In the movies, they saw the military might 
that the Germans had developed and what the Japanese had done at Pearl Harbor. Thus, 
most understood better the nature of the enemy that they faced. However, the films had 
little influence on the general opinions about allied nations and virtually no influence at 
all on the motivations of the men to serve as soldiers during a long war to come. Thus, in 
many ways, the films failed in their most basic mission, to raise the morale and the com-
mitment of the recruits.

What the researchers did uncover, of more lasting significance, was the variability of the 
influences among the recruits who saw the films. One factor producing that variability that 
stood out was intellectual ability. The soldiers had been assessed on this variable by the 
army with standard IQ-type tests. Not surprisingly, those who earned the highest scores 
(indicating greater intellectual ability) learned more factual information than those who 
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had performed lower on the test. Similarly, educational attainment separated those who 
had greater opinion shifts from those who did not. The better educated showed larger 
shifts in opinions about both the enemy and the allies than those with lower levels of 
schooling (perhaps because they understood the content of the films better). Overall, the 
effects of the films can be summarized in the following terms:

Increased educational attainment led to increased levels of initial knowledge. However, 
it also led to learning more factual material from the film. On opinion change, the 
more complex the issue and facts concerning it, the more likely that opinion change 
would be primarily among the more educated men. Those of lower levels tended to 
change their opinions on issues of lesser complexity, less well supported by the facts, 
and on issues that more educated men found difficult to accept.10

The army film studies showed clearly that the effects of mass-communicated content 
were both selective and limited. The results showed that individual variations in personal 
traits and characteristics (individual differences) among the members in the audience 
played a key role in the influences achieved by a mass-communicated message.

Overall, from the research of the late 1930s and early 1940s, the idea of selective and 
limited attention on the part of the public was seen as an important factor limiting the 
power of the media to influence people equally. In addition, research showed clearly that 
both personal and social characteristics brought about selective and limited influences 
even when variations in attention were not a factor. As a result, a new theory had to be 
developed to replace the magic bullet theory, which simply had to be abandoned totally by 
this time. It was replaced by what is called the selective and limited influences theory—a 
formulation that emerged from the early research cited in this chapter, plus other studies 
that also made a contribution.11

The Selective and Limited Influences Theory: A Summary

As the 1940s moved on and additional research accumulated, it was clear to research 
scholars studying the media that different kinds of people selected different kinds of content 
from the media and interpreted that content in different ways. The body of research was con-
ducted within the framework of science, and making use of the conceptual paradigms and 
methodological tools of the social sciences, that led to this understanding. As a result, this 
principle was increasingly understood within the research community, if not among the 
general public. That is not to say that the media have no influences on people. As theories 
presented in later chapters will show, they very definitely do, but not in the way that was 
assumed at an earlier time.

As explained, at the time when the theory’s central ideas became clear, it was never 
described systematically as a set of formal and interrelated assumptions from which logi-
cal prediction could be drawn. In retrospect, however, the propositions of the theory can 
be summarized in the following terms:

1 People in contemporary society are characterized by great psychological diversity due 
to learned individual differences in their psychological makeup.

2 People are also members of a variety of social categories based on such factors as 
income level, religion, age, gender, and many more. Such categories are characterized 
by subcultures of shared beliefs, attitudes, and values.

3 People in contemporary society are not isolated but are bound together in webs of 
social relationships based on family, neighborhood ties, and work relationships.
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4 People’s individual differences, social category subcultures, and patterns of social 
relationships lead them to be interested in, attend to, and interpret the content of mass 
communication in very selective ways.

5 Therefore, because attention to media messages is highly selective and interpretation 
of content varies greatly from person to person, any specific mass-communicated 
message will have only limited effects on an audience as a whole.

Even today, although the theory of selective and limited influences does not address many 
aspects of the mass communication process, it remains unquestionably valid. Beginning in 
the late 1930s, the scholarly and research communities, armed with effective methodolo-
gies, moved beyond opinion, speculation, and a priori conclusions that were not based on 
empirical evidence. Thus, beginning about the time of World War II, an accumulation of 
research findings has provided the foundation for reassessing the power and influences of 
mass communications, a process that continues today.12

The Accumulation Process: The “Adding up” of Limited Influences

The fact that a specific episode of mass communication content seldom has an immediate and 
powerful effect on an audience—and that those influences can be selective and limited—does 
not mean that significant influences never occur from what people encounter in the media. 
On some occasions, and under certain conditions, messages presented by the media can 
have powerful influences on people. This may seem like a contradiction. That is, the selec-
tive and limited influences theory predicts that few people will be significantly changed in 
terms of their beliefs, attitudes, or behavior as a result of receiving a particular message 
from the media. However, what can be called accumulation theory indicates the oppo-
site—that under certain circumstances, mass communications can change people’s ideas 
and actions in major ways. In other words, both of these theories can be correct depending 
on certain features, conditions, and circumstances that are present.

The following example can illustrate the point: What is the likelihood that the United 
States would undertake to invade a small and impoverished country about the size of 
Louisiana, located on the east coast of Africa? This country had never been a threat to 
the United States or its neighbors. It had no effective military force, no oil, no missiles, 
no weapons of mass destruction, and not much of anything else of value. Given those fea-
tures, it does not seem likely that people would see such an invasion as justified. However, 
in 1993, President George H. W. Bush sent a powerful military force to Somalia to end civil 
war and subdue those in power, and to assist with famine relief as part of a United Nations 
effort. The majority of people in the United States supported the effort, as did much of the 
rest of the world.

An important question is this: How did that come about? What could possibly lead 
most Americans to see such a military invasion as a justified act? Looked at from a mass 
communication perspective, it seems likely that public approval was in many ways a result 
of what the media had been presenting concerning Somalia. It was a time when conditions 
in that poor country were in turmoil. A number of “warlords” were fighting each other, 
disrupting the stable life of the country. Their conflicts prevented people from raising their 
crops, and as a result, many in Somalia were starving. The warlords blocked efforts by 
international humanitarian organizations to deliver food and relieve their plight.

The population’s misery caught the attention of news media. As a result, night after 
night, Americans saw on their television screens, as well as in other media, pictures of hun-
gry people in Somalia. They saw little children who looked like walking skeletons, with 
the bloated bellies of the starving. They saw adults with stick-like limbs who had nothing 
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to eat but leaves. It was truly painful to watch, and it caused a surge of compassion among 
Americans and among people in other nations as well. U.S. military personnel remained 
in Somalia until 2021, a period of 28 years.

Looking at this situation from a mass communication standpoint, what was presented 
to American audiences were repeated portrayals of suffering people that were consistent, 
persistent, and corroborative. That is, the situation presented by the media was uniformly 
portrayed in the same basic way by all of the media over a lengthy period. Moreover, it 
was universally deplored. No one used the media to proclaim that these starving people 
deserved their plight or that it would be wrong to try to help them. The condemnation of 
the warlords was uniform. No one took their side to defend or justify their actions.

Under those three conditions, then, there was an accumulation over time of beliefs and 
attitudes that the United States should “do something” to relieve the situation. That did 
not happen as a result of a single message but as an accumulation of minimal influences that 
eventually “added up” to widespread approval for the military action.

On a less dramatic note, there are many such themes, topics, or issues that have been 
treated in a similar way by the media, with an accumulation of minimal influences that 
have led to change. For example, public service announcements consistently advise people 
to avoid texting while driving. That theme has also been emphasized in local news reports 
that describe serious auto accidents. Often, the fact that the occupants of damaged vehi-
cles were texting when the accident occurred is mentioned in the story—along with the fact 
that they were either killed or seriously injured. As a result, there are now fewer people 
who are unaware of this advice.

Another important example is smoking. Only a few decades ago, few paid much atten-
tion to the hazards of smoking. Then, the Surgeon General cited research showing its 
harmful effects. This idea became a frequent topic in media presentations. As that went 
on over a long period of time in a consistent, persistent, and corroborative way, the rates 
of smoking gradually fell in the U.S. Today, people understand the risks and laws are now 
in place that have altered where people can smoke. Much the same is taking place today 
as the medical community is calling attention to the dangers of e-cigarettes and vaping.

The Accumulation of Minimal Effects Theory: A Summary

Generally, then, the media can indeed have what amount to powerful effects—but almost 
never as a result of a single message. Instead, such influences more often occur over a long 
period of time. If that takes place, the content they present must be consistent, persistent, 
and corroborative. This feature of media influences can be expressed as follows:

1 The mass media begin to focus their attention on and transmit messages about a spe-
cific topic (some problem, situation, or issue).

2 Over an extended period, they continue to do so in a relatively consistent and persistent 
way, and their presentations corroborate each other.

3 Individual members of the public increasingly become aware of these messages, and 
on a person-by-person basis, a growing comprehension develops of the interpretations 
of the topic being presented by the media.

4 Increasing comprehension among the audience of the messages supplied by the media 
begins to form or modify the meanings, beliefs, and attitudes that serve as guides to 
individual behavior regarding the topic.

5 Therefore, as individual-by-individual changes in beliefs and attitudes accumulate, 
new shared norms emerge, resulting in widespread changes in audience behavior 
toward the topic.
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Generally, then, a strong case can be made that mass communications do not have the 
immediate, uniform, and powerful effects that media scholars once thought they did. As 
knowledge accumulated in the social sciences, the influences of the media, and how they 
come about, became increasingly clear. Individual differences and the influences of social 
and cultural conditions brought people to attend to mass communications selectively. It 
became clear that the influences of any particular message they received were generally 
limited. At the same time, however, if the media presented a particular topic or situation 
persistently, consistently, and in a corroborative way, there could be an accumulation of 
those minimal effects that could bring significant changes in people’s beliefs, attitudes, and 
behavior.

Questions for Discussion

1 One of the earliest theories of the effects of mass communication was later called the 
“magic bullet theory.” Discuss the origins of the “magic bullet theory” and its major 
propositions. Why was this theory later discredited? What new theory emerged to 
replace the MBT, and what are the major propositions of this theory?

2 Overall, are media effects weak or powerful? Why? How would you address this ques-
tion? Which important factors must be considered when addressing this complex issue?
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11 The Two-Step Flow 
of Communication Theory

The phrase “news diffusion” refers essentially to the process of spreading by word of mouth 
fresh and timely information about recent news events or situations through a number of 
individuals. In that sense, its social and psychological dynamics may be little different 
from those involved in the spread of rumors and gossip. Such interpersonal transmis-
sions have probably been a feature of social life since human beings first learned to speak 
and use oral language. Certainly, we know that complex tidings and items of news were 
passed on through oral transmission long before writing became available to provide the 
foundation for the first primitive “news media.” Before that, hundreds of generations of 
our ancestors engaged in the oral transmission of rumor and gossip. They also developed 
techniques to enhance the capacity of human memory for transmitting complex messages 
about important events in that manner. For example, epic poems, such as the Iliad and 
Beowolf provided structured accounts of battles and adventures for audiences that heard 
them from individuals who had committed thousands of their lines to memory.

In earlier chapters, we noted that, in pre-literate, pre-media, and pre-industrial societies, 
social ties between individual members and between families in clans, tribes, and villages 
were deeply established. It was these links that constituted the channels through which 
the flow of information took place by interpersonal transmission. Local news, gossip, and 
rumors moved through those “grapevines,” much as they do today in modern organi-
zations or neighborhoods where people know each other. News from afar was another 
matter. Without news media, as we know them, information from “outside” was brought 
to the attention of local people by visitors of one sort or another—travelers, troubadours, 
itinerant peddlers, and others who were in contact with the world beyond the immediate 
area. When they arrived at a local site, such individuals passed on what they knew in what 
amounted to centers for oral distribution of the news—local marketplaces, coffee houses, 
inns, taverns, fairs, and other locations where people came together.

Today, the spread of news by oral channels remains a very real part of our lives. Just as 
the American colonists learned that “the British are coming” through an interpersonal 
process initiated by Paul Revere, their contemporary counterparts learned in a similar 
manner that “President Kennedy has been shot in Dallas,” “the space shuttle disinte-
grated,” “terrorists have hit the World Trade Center and the Pentagon,” “the U.S. Capitol 
is being attacked,” and so on. Dramatic tidings, then, still often spread quickly by word 
of mouth.

An important difference today, compared with the pre-media era, is that the process of 
oral transmission of the news is almost always a secondary flow of information that takes 
place after the basic information has been presented via television, radio, newspapers, or 
the Internet or social media. The process, in other words, is often a two-stage one—with 
the initial release of the news story in mass media followed by a word-of-mouth diffusion 
spreading a basic summary to those who have not yet learned about it. The discovery that 
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interpersonal communication—spreading of information by word of mouth—continues 
to play an important part in the overall mass communication process came as a surprise 
to the team of researchers just before World War II. They were studying the part played 
by mass media in a U.S. presidential election. It was a time when social scientists had 
become convinced that the members of modern, urban-industrial (Gemeinschaft) societies 
were characterized by anonymity and limited direct personal communication between each 
other that did not provide for much interpersonal flow of news. People in such societies 
were thought at the time to be like impersonal atoms, separated from each other without 
meaningful close ties to their fellow citizens. As noted earlier, these were said to be the 
characteristics of the “mass society”—populations living in the urban conditions that had 
emerged with the Industrial Revolution. It was that mass society model that provided the 
underlying conceptual view of human societal relationships on which the magic bullet 
theory was based (Chapter 9). Thus, at the time, the mass communication process was 
thought to be direct, powerful, and immediate, with messages striking every eye and ear in a 
similar way and having virtually universal effects on their audiences.

As explained in previous chapters, that type of thinking underwent a drastic change over 
the years because the magic bullet theory was not supported by evidence from research. 
One of the most important of those studies was one that uncovered a clear link between 
mass communication and interpersonal communication. It was that research project in 
which the two-stage movement of information—the interpersonal flow of messages—from 
a limited number of those attending closely to the media to others in the society became 
clearly apparent. That research provided the basis for the theory of the two-step flow of 
communication—the topic of the present chapter. The research was conducted shortly 
before the U.S. entered into World War II.

The People’s Choice Project: The Seminal Study

In 1940, a large-scale study of how voters make up their minds in a presidential election 
was conducted in Erie County, Ohio. The contest pitted incumbent Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
the Democratic candidate, against Wendell Willkie, the Republican nominee. A major 
focus of the research was on the part played by the mass media in presenting information 
about the candidates and the issues. At the time, print (specifically newspapers and mag-
azines) played a prominent part in election campaigning, along with the radio—a newer 
but well-established medium. (Obviously, television and the Internet were not yet realities.)

An important question under study was the relative contribution to the voters’ deci-
sions made by the political campaign messages that those media transmitted. Also studied 
were a number of additional variables that could potentially shape a voter’s decision—the 
person’s religion, socioeconomic status, urban vs. rural residence, type of employment, 
and several other factors. A detailed report on their project was published as a book (The 
People’s Choice) in 1944 by sociologists Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel 
Gaudet.1 This report described in detail the objectives, research methods, findings, and 
their implications for understanding how voters made their decisions during a presidential 
election campaign. The researchers stated the goals of their project in the following terms:

We are interested here in all those conditions which determine the political behavior 
of people. Briefly, our problem is this: to discover how and why people decided to vote 
as they did.2

Two quite different sets of findings were revealed by the research project. One was how 
the media of that time had (or did not have) an influence on the voting decisions of various 
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categories of people. That was the major thrust of the project. The findings related to this 
objective revealed a great deal about that issue. Indeed, in spite of the great changes in 
the American society and its media since that time, in many respects, those findings still 
provide valid guides to understanding the influences on voters of the mass-communicated 
political messages provided by the two major political parties during the presidential elec-
tion campaigns.

The second set of findings came as somewhat of a surprise to the researchers. It was the 
serendipitous (unexpected) discovery that one of the main sources of information people 
received about the campaign and the candidates was neither the print media nor radio but 
other people. Many of those who were interviewed in the study indicated that their voting 
decision was influenced significantly by what they heard in conversations with friends, 
relatives, fellow workers, and others—people who had paid closer attention than they had 
to what the media were providing.

There was, in other words, a two-stage flow of political information taking place that 
had not been anticipated by the researchers. More specifically, some individuals in Erie 
County (the site of the study) attended much more closely to the political messages that the 
opposing parties transmitted via the media than did the majority. Those better- informed 
individuals then transmitted the content and their interpretations of those messages by 
word of mouth to others, who had not encountered them via the media. This form of 
interpersonal communication was found to have played an important part in shaping the 
voting decisions of many of those who were interviewed. That combination of mass com-
munication and interpersonal transmission was labeled the two-step flow of communication 
by the research team. It provides the foundation for the theory discussed in this chapter.

Background: The Presidential Election of 1940

In 1940, the United States was still trying to get beyond the devastating Great Depression 
that had characterized American life during the 1930s. The incumbent president was 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was first elected in 1932. He was a very popular figure 
and had been re-elected for a second term in 1936. Shortly after assuming office, he faced 
the near-collapse of the economy that came after the 1929 dramatic decline of the stock 
market. For example, in 1932, unemployment in the United States reached record highs, 
with 15 million Americans out of work (in a much smaller population than now).

The Depression brought difficult times to rich and poor alike. The rich lost a great 
deal, but many families had nothing to eat, and their children had no shoes. Hundreds of 
thousands of people wandered around looking for any kind of work. Unlike today, there 
were no federal welfare programs or unemployment programs to assist them. Workers in 
every category suffered. Farmers could not sell their crops and had to allow them to rot in 
their fields while people were going hungry in the cities. Factories closed and laid off their 
workers because people had no money to buy their products. People lost their homes and 
farms because they could not pay their mortgages when they no longer had their incomes. 
It was by far the worst financial crisis in the history of the United States. Even today, with 
the country in a difficult financial situation, it is difficult to imagine the stresses of those 
earlier times that left an indelible mark on an entire generation. The children of the Great 
Depression not only had to cope with those difficult economic conditions, but just as they 
came of age, they had to confront World War II.

During his first and second terms during the 1930s, Franklin Roosevelt initiated a great 
many changes in the American political system in order to get the country back to a sound 
financial condition. In 1932, shortly after taking office, he headed off a crisis in banking. 
Local banks had run out of money and feared that large numbers of depositors would 
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suddenly demand cash. That would cause the banks to collapse. To avoid that calamity, 
Roosevelt declared a national “bank holiday” of several days, which allowed the institu-
tions to replenish their supplies by borrowing from the Federal Reserve. During subse-
quent years, he brought into existence what was termed a “New Deal” for the American 
people. It was a complex political program, with a number of new federal projects and 
agencies.

President Roosevelt was able to get the Congress to pass and endorse such radically new 
ideas as Social Security (enabling people to save modestly and receive income during their 
retirement years) and the Works Progress Administration (the WPA), which put many to 
work on government-sponsored programs. Other programs helped farmers. Many public 
works projects, such as new dams, court buildings, and post offices, were funded by the 
federal government to provide employment. Thus, it was during the Roosevelt adminis-
tration that a number of contemporary federal welfare programs and other government 
interventions came into existence to provide help for those in desperate circumstances. 
To pay for all this, he “primed the pump” by having the federal government borrow large 
sums to finance many types of efforts designed to restore prosperity. Those who benefitted 
loved all of it—and especially their president. Conservatives of all kinds deplored it and 
despised Roosevelt as fiscally irresponsible.

One of the major problems with these changes was that they really did not work all that 
well. They had only a short-term and limited influence at the time in terms of solving the 
problems that the Depression had brought. Indeed, in spite of the reforms of the New 
Deal, by 1940, the nation was sliding back into high rates of unemployment and other 
financial difficulties. Moreover, Roosevelt was running for an unprecedented third term. 
No American president had ever done that, and there was some question as to whether the 
Constitution permitted it. All of this gave the Republicans hope that, with just the right 
candidate, they could retake the White House.

Bypassing several well-experienced politicians, who could have been effective candi-
dates, the Republicans nominated Wendell Willkie. He was what politicians call a “dark 
horse”—a political unknown but one with impressive personal credentials. Willkie was 
raised in humble circumstances on an Indiana farm—as opposed to Roosevelt’s patrician 
background in elegant and wealthy surroundings. From that humble beginning, Willkie 
had worked hard to become an outstanding success in the business world, which was greatly 
admired by Republicans. There was no doubt that he was an impressive candidate—a man 
of great personal charm and high intelligence, as well as a proven and capable business 
administrator. He was an excellent speaker and a political moderate. Republicans believed 
that voters would find him engaging and (hopefully) an attractive alternative to Roosevelt.

It didn’t work! Roosevelt won his third term in a landslide. It was a remarkable victory 
indeed—and for the Republicans, it was a total disaster. In the Electoral College, where 
presidential elections are actually decided (as opposed to the popular vote), Roosevelt won 
a remarkable 449 votes, as opposed to only 82 obtained by Willkie. Franklin Roosevelt 
died later during his third term.

Erie County, Ohio: The Site of the Study

One of the major problems for the researchers was selecting a site to conduct their election 
study. They wanted one small enough to allow a sample of people to be interviewed every 
month, that is, several times as the election campaign unfolded. That ruled out a strategy 
based on a national sample. In the end, after considering many such sites, they chose Erie 
County, Ohio. It is an area that had about 43,000 people (at the time). It is located on Lake 
Erie, about midway between Toledo and Cleveland.
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Erie County had a number of features that the researchers felt were important. Sandusky 
is the principal city, with a population (in 1940) of 25,000. Three newspapers were pub-
lished in the city. In addition, many residents subscribed to the Cleveland Plain Dealer. 
It was also something of an industrial center—which meant factory workers would be 
in their sample. In addition, it was an active agricultural area, with a significant number 
of farm families. There were no radio stations in the county, but people received broad-
casts from nearby Cleveland and Toledo. In addition, there was one additional feature of 
Erie County that truly intrigued the researchers. In every presidential election during the 
1900s, voting patterns in Erie County had mirrored closely those of the nation as a whole.3

The Unique Design of the Study

As it turned out, their study of how people make up their minds for whom to vote was one 
of the most detailed and sophisticated survey research efforts ever completed on that topic. 
It remains, even today, a model of social science research conducted with meticulous care. 
One of the reasons why it stands out is that the investigators developed a unique research 
design—one that permitted repeated interviewing of a sample of six hundred carefully 
selected respondents but which also allowed for assessments of any possible influences that 
those repeated interviews might have had on their vote decisions.

The Problem Posed by Repeated Interviews

That potential influence (of repeated interviews) worried the researchers. It was regarded 
as a major consideration that could contaminate the results. Many people, it was feared, 
would become much more interested in, and sensitive to, the unfolding election campaigns 
of the candidates if an interviewer came to their home several times (once a month). The 
interviewers intended to question them on those occasions about for whom they intended to 
vote, which political media messages they had attended to, and from what source they had 
received them. The researchers were concerned that repeated interviews could increase their 
attention to the campaigns and candidates and thereby skew subsequent research results. 
A way to assess any influences caused by such repeated interviews had to be devised. To 
overcome the problem, the researchers developed and used what is called a panel design.

The Panel Design

As noted, their innovative research design called for repeated interviews with six hundred 
residents of Erie County, Ohio. This “main panel” (actually a carefully selected stratified 
sample) was interviewed once every month—a total of seven times—beginning in May of 
1940 and continuing until just before the election in November. To assess the effects of 
these repeated contacts, the researchers interviewed four additional “control panels”—
that is, four different sets of six hundred carefully and similarly selected subjects who had 
not been interviewed previously. Interviews with a different one of these control panels 
were conducted in May, July, August, and October. As noted, this was done to determine 
if the repeated interviewing of the “main panel” was influencing its members in making 
up their minds for whom to vote. On each of these occasions, the findings from the main 
panel were compared carefully with those from one of the control panels (whose members 
had not been previously interviewed) to see if there were major differences.

As it turned out, there were no statistically significant differences. The repeated inter-
views of those in the main panel yielded data that were essentially the same as those in each 
one of the four control panels on each occasion that such a comparison was made. Thus, 
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the use of this clever design allowed the researchers to study the main panel repeatedly 
over time without biasing their results. This was a considerable advantage over the usual 
survey procedure, in which subjects are interviewed only once at a particular point in time.

The Results

There were several different types of results found by the investigators. One set was con-
sistent with the goals that were originally pursued by the project. That is, they indicated 
how the media had influenced the voting intentions of various categories of people in sev-
eral different ways. Generally speaking, those who were higher in the social class system 
(socioeconomic status, or SES) of the county were more likely to vote for Wendell Willkie, 
the Republican candidate, than for the Democrat, Franklin Roosevelt. It came as no sur-
prise that SES was one of the factors that served as a “predisposition” shaping voter inten-
tions. Another finding that was fully anticipated was that those who identified themselves 
as members of the “laboring class” were less likely to vote Republican.

In addition to social-class identifications, both religion and age were predisposing fac-
tors. Simply put, Catholics were inclined to vote for Roosevelt, while Protestants were 
more likely to favor Willkie. In addition, older citizens favored the Republican candidate, 
while those who were younger were more likely to vote for the Democrat. Again, these 
results provided few surprises.

The Effects of the Media Campaigns

Among the major effects of the media-presented campaign messages on voters who were 
making up their minds was a process that took place in stages or steps as the campaign 
continued. That process revealed the influence of the media-transmitted political mes-
sages—campaign propaganda, if you will—about the candidates, their records, their pro-
posals, and their characteristics. These included newspaper stories, magazine articles, and 
radio-presented speeches.

In many ways, there is reason to believe that things today still work in the ways that 
were found. Specifically, the researchers assessed three types of general influences of the 
media campaigns that played a greater or lesser part in helping to shape the voters’ final 
decisions. They termed these activation, reinforcement, and conversion.

Activation

This was a complex multistage process that explained how political campaign propaganda 
presented by the media influenced voter intentions. In summary:

1 Media-presented propaganda initially arouses interest in the election and the candi-
dates. That is, as mediated messages about the candidate got people’s attention, that 
began to increase their interest.

2 Increasing people’s interest levels increased their exposure to further media informa-
tion about the candidates. Thus, there was a kind of circular effect—attention raised 
interest, which, in turn, raised exposure, which then raised interest even further.

3 As attention and interest increased, voters became more selective regarding what they 
attended to. Essentially, they began to select political messages consistent with their 
predispositions.

4 Finally, votes crystalized. At some point, people made up their minds for whom they 
would vote, and there were only a few who changed those decisions later.
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Reinforcement

A very important issue for political parties in elections is this: If a person has already 
made a decision to vote for a particular candidate, it is essential to reinforce that decision 
and keep the person from straying to the other side. Indeed, fully half of the voters in Erie 
County had done that. They had already decided that they would vote for the candidate 
of their party, whoever he was, even before his nomination in the convention. Election 
propaganda, then, was designed to prevent such people from switching sides. This is a less 
dramatic outcome of a media-political campaign, but it is one that must be achieved if a 
candidate expects to win.

Conversion

It is the hope of every candidate that his or her campaign propaganda and messages will 
convert voters from their previous intentions to vote for their opponent and sway them to 
their own position. Indeed, many people see election propaganda as designed to do pre-
cisely that. The only problem with that idea is that it really does not work. Very few indeed 
switch sides because of campaign messages they encounter in the media. That was clearly 
the case in Erie County. There were only about eight percent of all voters who made such 
a change over the time in which the repeated interviews were conducted. Moreover, these 
were people who were less sure of their earlier intention.

Radio as a New Medium

Another issue of importance at the time was the relative role of radio versus newspapers 
(which were in their “golden years” in terms of newspaper subscriptions per household). 
Radio had only recently become an important medium in election campaigning. While 
newspaper accounts conveyed little about the personalities of the candidates, hearing 
them speak on the radio provided another dimension. Both candidates were effective ora-
tors, but people had come to know Roosevelt’s soothing voice very well. He had made 
very effective use of the radio during his two terms in office, and he had a comfortable and 
friendly speaking style.

The Discovery of the Two-Step Flow of Communication

As noted, the six hundred voters in the main panel (sample) were contacted month after 
month. They were compared on four occasions with one of the similar (control) samples 
who were interviewed in the same way. The idea was to determine if the repeated inter-
viewing of the main panel had changed or influenced them in some way. This panel design 
served the project well. In each such comparison, the main panel and the comparative or 
control sample did not differ in any statistically significant way.

But as the interviewing of the samples continued, the researchers kept encountering some-
thing that they had never anticipated. When the interviewers asked how the subjects had 
learned something about one of the candidates, the researchers fully anticipated that they 
would identify one of the media as sources of their information—perhaps a newspaper story 
about the candidate, a magazine article, or a speech heard on the radio. But in a great many 
cases, subjects kept mentioning another source of information from which they had obtained 
both information and interpretation. That source was not the media. It was other people.

As it turned out, the people in Erie County talked to each other a lot about the candi-
dates and their campaigns. Conversations took place among friends, neighbors, families, 
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fellow workers, and even among strangers in barbershops, beauty parlors, and markets. 
Those conversations provided a great deal of information and interpretations that were 
important to the voters as they made up their minds. The bottom line is that, just as the 
researchers were well into their series of interviews, they had to reshape their thinking and 
strategy to take into account this unanticipated source of information.

What they found was that there were certain individuals—at all social levels in the 
county—who paid a great deal more attention to the media (and the campaign) than most 
of the others. Those well-informed people carefully read the newspaper stories and the 
magazine articles. They listened to the speeches of the candidates on the radio. It was these 
people who passed on to others—to those who paid less attention to the campaign mes-
sages—the information they had received. They also passed along their opinions and inter-
pretations. It was for that reason that the researchers dubbed them “opinion leaders.” These 
opinion leaders played a key role for the less well-informed by providing information and 
interpretations about the candidates and the election in general. That flow of information 
and influence—from those in greater contact with the media campaigns who passed on 
information and interpretations to the less well-informed—was labeled the two-step flow 
of communication. In that sense, the movement of campaign content from the media to the 
audience—in the case of election campaigns—takes place in two stages: (1) Opinion lead-
ers attend closely and become well informed. (2) Then, by word of mouth, they inform and 
influence others who have not encountered the media messages of the candidates directly.

While this two-stage phenomenon became apparent during the study of the 1940 pres-
idential campaign, it is now understood that it is a more general situation that extends 
beyond presidential or other elections. That is, subsequent research has shown that such 
better-informed individuals who attend closely to the media often appear to act in this 
manner, not only in the case of election messages, but also in terms of other forms of 
content—such as news events, marketing, or even entertainment. Thus, those who trans-
mit information obtained from the media and pass it on to others with their interpreta-
tions play a unique role in shaping the influences of mass communications for the larger 
audience.

The Nature and Role of Opinion Leaders

Who are these people, and what factors are at work to bring them to serve as opinion lead-
ers? What the Erie County researchers concluded was that opinion leaders are present at 
every level of society. At first, they wondered if people with higher status in the community 
were the only ones who passed on information and influence to those who were lower in 
the class system.

Opinion Leaders Exist at All Levels

As it turned out, that was not the case. The investigators found that opinion leaders exist 
at all SES levels—among humble workers, the middle class, and those in upper levels as 
well. Thus, a factory worker was more likely to receive information that would influence 
his or her vote decision from another factory worker, rather than from some middle-class 
person at a higher socioeconomic level. Opinion leaders could be family members, friends, 
neighbors, or fellow workers who passed on their information and influences to others. 
Thus, there was no evidence that only those higher in income, education, or other forms of 
social status were exerting their personal influence downward.

Another issue was the sheer volume of personal contacts. The researchers reported that, 
on any given day, ten percent more of their respondents had participated in discussions 
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about the election than had heard a speech or had read something in a newspaper about 
the candidates or their issues.4 In other words, interpersonal communication was a more 
widely used channel for the delivery of political information than were any of the media.

Mistrust of Media Campaign Propaganda

Opinion leaders also had another advantage over media persuaders. If they encountered 
resistance, they could quickly reshape their messages in a flexible way to overcome that 
resistance. That was not the case with media-presented persuasive communications:

Neither radio nor the printed page can do anything of the kind. They must aim their 
propaganda shots at the whole target instead of just at the center, which represents just 
any particular individual. In propaganda, as much as in other things, one man’s meat 
is another man’s poison. This may lead to boomerang effects, when arguments aimed 
at ‘average’ audiences with ‘average’ reactions fail with Mr. X.5

Thus, one of the factors that made personal influence so effective in terms of shaping vote 
intentions was that people tend to trust people they know. They do not have such a high level 
of trust in the media-delivered promises and claims of politicians. If your neighbor tells you 
something about what he or she heard from the media about a political candidate and then 
expresses his or her opinion about the topic, it is not likely that you will attribute improper 
motives to what is being said. The same is true of friends, fellow workers, and so on. They are 
not immediately perceived as propagandists trying to influence your vote. The messages one 
encounters in the media or transmitted by politicians, however, face that barrier. Therefore, 
personal influence has a credibility advantage over media influence.

Overall, then, among the important findings of the Erie County study was that there was 
an interpersonal flow of information by word of mouth between individuals who attended 
closely to the media and then on to others who paid less attention. This two-step flow was 
important in that it appeared to have a significant influence on the voting decisions of 
many of those interviewed in the study. Simply put, personal influence was found to be 
more effective than media influence.

In summary, the Erie County study provided a turning point in developing explanations 
of the influence of mass communications on media audiences. Its results showed that the 
flow of information from media to the audience does not take place as was described in the 
magic bullet theory. Thinking about the ways in which information moves from the media 
to its audiences had to be revised. As Elihu Katz, a distinguished media scholar, put it in 
1956, in an article based on his doctoral dissertation:

Analysis of the process of decision-making during the course of an election campaign 
led the authors of the People’s Choice to suggest that the flow of mass communica-
tion may be less direct than was commonly supposed. It may be, they proposed, that 
influences stemming from the mass media first reach ‘opinion leaders’ who, in turn, 
pass on what they read and hear to those of their everyday associates for who they are 
influential. This hypothesis was called ‘the two-step flow of communications.’6

Additional Studies

Insofar as the two-step flow process was not in the initial plan of study in the Erie 
County research and was an almost accidental discovery made during the conduct of 
the project, it was not as thoroughly investigated as other aspects of the investigation. 
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However, following the publication of The People’s Choice, a number of other studies of 
personal influence were undertaken. These were also conducted under the auspices of 
the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University. These studies did not 
focus on elections but on the process of personal influence in other kinds of situations 
and activities.

One investigation, completed in 1940, shortly after completion of the Erie County pro-
ject, was sociologist Robert Merton’s Rovere Study. It was a follow-up to the Erie County 
research intended to yield additional information about opinion leadership. It was con-
ducted in a small town in New Jersey (named “Rovere” in the research report).7 In that 
project, a sample of eighty-six residents were first asked to identify the names of people 
to whom they turned for information and advice on a variety of topics. Those source 
persons who were mentioned frequently by the initial sample were then located and inter-
viewed. Although it was a small project, it revealed that opinion leadership was by no 
means confined to the election process. Opinion leadership and personal influence took 
place in many other ways.

A second investigation, called the Decatur Study, took place in 1945–1946. It involved 
a somewhat different strategy. In a “snowball” approach, those identified as both receiv-
ers and providers of opinion leadership were interviewed. That is, people who claimed to 
have been receivers were interviewed, but those who claimed to have influenced others 
were contacted as well. The findings revealed clearly that such interpersonal contacts were 
an important influence in areas of decision-making that were by no means confined to 
election campaigns. Opinion leaders influenced the decisions of others in marketing (what 
products and brands to buy), in selecting entertainment (which movies to see), and in public 
affairs (what were the important issues).

In addition, the investigators tried to extend the f low of information and inf luence 
beyond the dyadic contact between opinion leader and receiver—that is, to a longer 
chain of interpersonal exchanges. An important discovery using this approach was 
that those initially identified as opinion leaders often were themselves the receiv-
ers of inf luence from still others. What this revealed is that there were more stages 
involved in the f low of information and inf luence than just two steps. The two-step 
f low of information was now seen as a multi-step flow along a chain of interpersonal 
contacts.

In still a third study, the focus was on interpersonal influences on decision-making by 
physicians who chose to adopt new drugs to prescribe for their patients. The study was 
conducted in four Midwestern cities. Each physician was asked to identify three colleagues 
with whom he or she interacted socially on a frequent basis, talked with, and looked for 
advice about their medical cases. When the subject indicated that he or she had been influ-
enced by another physician to adopt a new drug, an audit was made in local pharmacies in 
the city to verify that the doctor had indeed started using a new medication. A great many 
other issues were involved in the drug study, but it was clear that there were opinion leaders 
among the physicians who had a significant influence on the medical adoption decisions 
of others.

These three studies confirmed the validity of looking at personal influence as an impor-
tant factor in people’s decisions, whether in marketing, entertainment, public affairs, or 
medical decisions. It was clear that it was a complex process, often involving word- -
of-mouth chains of multiple givers and receivers of personal influence. As the concepts of 
opinion leadership and the two-step flow of communication became more widely known, a 
large number of studies was undertaken by a variety of investigators to try and understand 
the processes better. These concepts were among the most widely studied by communica-
tion scholars during the 1950s.8
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The Two-Step Flow of Communication Theory: A Summary

Based on the findings of the Peoples’ Choice research conducted in Erie County, plus the 
additional findings of major studies that followed, the theory of the two-step flow of com-
munication can be summarized in the following terms:

1 The mass media present a constant flow of information about a great variety of topics 
of interest and importance to people in contemporary society, but most people attend 
only selectively.

2 Some people at all levels of society attend more fully to the media than others and 
become more knowledgeable than their families, friends, or neighbors in certain areas 
of media content.

3 Among those who attend more fully are people who become identified by others as 
opinion leaders—persons like themselves but who are especially knowledgeable and 
trustworthy as sources of information and interpretation about certain topics of 
media content.

4 Such opinion leaders often pass on information they obtain from the media about spe-
cialized topics to others who have turned to them for information and interpretations 
about those topics.

5 Therefore, mass communications often move in two stages—from the media to opinion 
leaders who attend directly to media presentations about selected topics, and then by word 
of mouth on to other people whom they influence by their information and interpretations.

The Two-Step Flow of Communication in the Age of Digital  
and Social Media

The People’s Choice, the study of how voters make up their minds in a presidential election, 
was conducted during the campaign of 1940, in which print (newspapers and magazines) 
and radio were the dominant media. Obviously, our media environment has changed dra-
matically since that time. Is the theory of the two-step flow of communication still relevant?

Social and technological changes have created new theoretical challenges to the two-
step flow model and to our understanding of the role of opinion leadership. For example, 
scholars Lance Bennett and Jarol Manheim point to the vast collection of data on indi-
viduals and microtargeting techniques that allow professional communicators to produce 
and disseminate messages that appeal directly to individuals, which bypass or eliminate 
the role of opinion leaders in passing and interpreting those messages for opinion follow-
ers. In addition, Bennett and Manheim suggest that we are becoming more isolated, and 
have less interaction with our peer groups. Our communication habits have changed, and 
we more often select our own unique blend of media content and rely on our own inter-
pretations of that content. Rather than a two-step communication process, Bennett and 
Manheim suggested that a more accurate description would be a “one-step” flow in which 
media messages bypass opinion leaders altogether.9

Although it may be the case that individuals are more physically distant than previously, 
Facebook and other popular social network sites bring us together in ways that facilitate inter-
personal communication and include interactions between opinion leaders and followers. For 
example, social network users often rely on friends for product recommendations. Scholars 
Diana Mutz and Lori Young point out that when news consumers confront the many choices 
and sources available in today’s media environment, one important way they decide what to 
pay attention to is through recommendations they receive on their online social networks. 
In other words, opinion leaders continue to play important roles even in today’s fragmented 
media environment. Mutz and Young see the potential for the two-step flow theory to experi-
ence a renaissance of attention, and believe it is as relevant today as ever before.10
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Another recent study supports the importance and relevance of the two-step flow in 
the use of social media. Polls show a strong decline in public trust in traditional news 
sources, and the mainstream media have declining audiences. At the same time, news 
sharing on Facebook has increased. Jason Turcotte and his colleagues conducted an 
experiment that used the Facebook API to manipulate whether a news story appeared 
to have been posted on Facebook by a real-life Facebook friend. The results of their 
study indicate that news shared by a friend on Facebook, for example, is perceived as 
more trustworthy than stories received directly from a news organization, especially 
if the recommendation is from someone that is perceived to be a trusted and quality 
opinion leader. The study stresses the importance of interpersonal communication and 
opinion leadership to news credibility. It also suggests, they say, a broader interpre-
tation of the two-step flow in a media context with numerous sources in which people 
may switch roles between opinion leader and opinion seeker, depending on the issue. 
Their research “reinforces the importance in revisiting foundational models in mass 
communication to understand how these processes, including two-step flow, play out 
across new technologies.”11

The Problem of Distortion in Interpersonal Communication

A question closely related to the idea that information flows from the media by word of 
mouth through interpersonal chains of tellers and retellers is this: What happens to the 
accuracy of the content as this takes place? The literature on the two-step flow of commu-
nication does not directly address this issue. Mainly, it has focused on the characteristics 
of opinion leaders and the areas in which they exert personal influence. There is, however, 
another body of research that should be considered in trying to understand the accuracy 
of messages that are transmitted in this way. That is, if a potential opinion leader attends 
to a mass-communicated message and then transmits its content by word of mouth to a 
receiver, or through social media channels, is that message likely to get distorted and lose 
accuracy in some pattern?

The basic concept within which a two-step (or multi-step) flow of information from media 
to mass should be considered is the general process of interpersonal message diffusion. In 

 Opinion leaders continue to play important roles in today’s fragmented media environment. 
One way we decide what to pay attention to is through recommendations we receive on social 
networks.
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other words, an important focus on the process is not only what kinds of people do what to 
exert influence on whom, but also what levels of distortion and inaccuracy can be expected 
in the content of the messages so exchanged. That process has been widely studied but less 
so in the context of mass communication:

Recently, mass communication researchers within sociology have paid increas-
ing attention to the social dynamics of the spread of information, influence and 
innovation through social systems. They have located and studied the character-
istics of and relationships between opinion leaders, followers, influentials and 
other key individuals in the two-step flow of information, in the transmission of 
influence and in the adoption of new products or ideas. Lesser attention has been 
given to discovering what happens to communication content itself, in terms of 
distortion, change and misinterpretation that may occur when mass media mes-
sages are socially diffused through interpersonal networks of opinion leaders and 
followers.12

Over four decades, a number of studies of oral diffusion of the news were published.13 
With new media constantly entering the mix—especially now with the Internet and 
social media—the flow of information from those media to news audiences merits full 
attention.

An important model of what may happen to a news story as it flows from person to 
person in a word-of-mouth chain can be found in the study of rumor. The social dynamics 
of the spread of a rumor are very similar to those that are involved when a news story is 
transmitted through interpersonal chains. The classic analysis of patterns of change in the 
message content of a rumor is that of psychologists Gordon Allport and Leo Postman, 
who studied the process during the time of World War II—when it was an issue related to 
national security. In their research on actual rumors and those that were spread in labora-
tory-type experiments, they found three major kinds of changes (distortions) in the content 
of the message. Taken together, they called these the embedding process. They termed the 
three kinds of distortions leveling, sharpening, and assimilation. Briefly stated, these can be 
described in the following way:

1 Leveling is defined as follows: “As a rumor travels it tends to grow shorter, more con-
cise, more easily grasped and told. In successive versions, fewer words are used and 
fewer details are mentioned.”14

2 Sharpening refers to the reciprocal process. That is, certain central details remain in 
the story, becoming the dominant theme. The process has been defined as follows: 
“The selective perception, retention and reporting of a limited number of details from 
a larger context.”15

3 Assimilation refers to the way in which items in the rumor are sharpened, leveled, 
or otherwise altered in accordance with interests, attitudes, cultural themes, stere-
otypes, etc. (among those involved in the telling and retelling). Thus, assimilation 
is what most people would think of as distortion—that is, substantial changes in 
actual content that take place as the story becomes embedded in the mindsets of 
those involved.

In one study that linked the issue of accuracy and distortion to the interpersonal flow of 
news by word of mouth, the three concepts were used in a comparative experimental study 
of the accuracy of recall of a news story of just over 300 words.16 One version was presented 
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to subjects in a televised account. The other was read by the subjects in a newspaper story 
format. In each condition, the story was then passed on through seven separate chains 
of word-of-mouth tellers and retellers. The results showed that subjects remembered the 
details of the newspaper version better than those presented by television. However, a clear 
pattern of leveling was noted in both cases.

Sharpening was also evident as many details were dropped. Nevertheless, as the story 
moved along this interpersonal route, it retained a coherent and more or less logical organ-
ization of the central ideas. It did not become a distorted jumble of random ideas or even 
one influenced by the personal characteristics of those in the word-of-mouth chains, as 
might be suggested by the study of rumor. Obviously, a great deal of additional research is 
needed on the topic of interpersonal news distortion, especially in this age of social media. 
Distortion may vary by the type of medium, the nature of the story, and the motivations 
of those who do the transmission. In any case, a body of research findings on the inter-
personal transmission and patterns of distortion that can occur in the multistage flow of 
information should be considered along with the two-step theory.

Questions for Discussion

1 Discuss the role of opinion leaders and followers on social media platforms. In what 
ways is this different from the role of opinion leaders in traditional media? Explain.

2 Is the “two-step flow” of communication still relevant today? Why or why not? As 
discussed in the present chapter, some scholars have debated whether there is today a 
two-step flow of communication, from the media to opinion leaders, who pass along 
information and their interpretations to others. Perhaps it is a one-step flow, or per-
haps it is a multi-step flow, say others. What do you think? Under what circumstances 
can this process change? Discuss.
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12 Gatekeeping Theory

The world is a big place, and there is a lot going on. Every day thousands, even hundreds 
of thousands, of events take place in local, regional, national, and international areas that 
are potential candidates for news stories. Originally, providing news about these events 
was a problem only for the daily newspaper—there were no other media providing such 
reports for citizens. Later, when broadcast media, and then the Internet, began to be used 
to deliver news to the public, the plethora of potential stories also became a problem for 
them. Today, the flow of news continues, and decisions must be made by those who manage 
the media about what to select and present to the public.

The problem inherent in this situation is that any given medium—whether it is the daily 
paper, a radio or television station, a news website, or podcast—can present only a limited 
number of stories in the space or time that it has available.1 Thus, any of these news chan-
nels can provide only a very selective picture of what is going on.2 How, then, do those who 
produce a newspaper, or the content of one of the other media, decide on the stories that 
they will select to be presented to the public? More specifically: (1) What is the process used 
by news media for observing the many potential stories from which their daily offerings will 
be selected? (2) What are the criteria used to screen potential stories from those available to 
decide which ones to offer or reject? And, finally, (3) what are the consequences of using those 
criteria for the audience? It is with these questions that gatekeeping theory is concerned.

The concept of “gatekeeping” is by no means confined to the practice of gathering and 
disseminating a selection of news stories via a mass medium. The process of examining 
a pool of many items, applying a set of criteria, and then selecting from that pool a final 
smaller number for some treatment is found in a number of fields. Examples are applica-
tions to colleges and universities, where some individuals are selected and allowed in—if 
they meet certain criteria. Another is emergency rooms in hospitals, where the injured or 
ill are examined and decisions are made regarding whether to send them to surgery, a crit-
ical care unit, or to some other treatment. Still, another is in the process by which articles 
submitted by authors are reviewed for publication in scientific journals. Those that meet 
the criteria used by the editor are published; others are rejected. The list could go on and 
on. Wherever there is a large number of candidates from which a few must be selected, 
some form of gatekeeping is essential.

Gatekeeping has a special significance for journalists as well as for their audiences. 
Obviously, the process of examining a huge number of potential stories, discarding 
many, while selecting a limited number to present as “the news of the day”—and placing 
these particular ones before the public—is an enormously important process for those 
who receive the content.3 Many years ago, even before radio became a news medium, the 
humorist Will Rogers put the problem in an everyday perspective: he claimed that “All 
that I know is what I read in the papers.” In more sophisticated terms, he meant that his 
“social constructions of reality” concerning the world of daily events were based almost 
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exclusively on what was selected and presented to him by the newspapers of his time. They 
were his “window on the world,” through which he had a view of what was going on—but 
one that was shaped and restricted by the selections of stories that newspaper editors of 
that period chose to present.

Today, even though we now have available other news media, we are still in many ways 
at the mercy of those who pick the stories that they decide to present so that we can be 
informed. In much the same terms that Will Rogers used, we could now say that “All that 
I know is what I read online or on Twitter, see on TV, YouTube or TikTok.” Thus, our win-
dow on the world has expanded, to be sure, but the media still define and restrict what we 
can learn. That is, they still provide us with the information (accurate or flawed) that we 
use for our daily “social constructions of reality.”

As we explained in Chapter 3, the basic principle—that we engage in a communication 
process to develop our constructions of reality—was realized as far back as the time of the 
ancient philosophers, who concluded that “knowing” (the world around us) is dependent 
upon communicating with other people and not on sensory impressions alone. In 1920 
the same issue was linked to mass communication in colorful terms by Walter Lippmann, 
when he noted that the proper function of the press was to provide “pictures in our heads 
of the world outside” (see Chapter 8). Gatekeeping, as the present chapter will explain, is 
a critical part of that process.

Basic News Functions of the Press

The idea that newspapers (and now other media) have a responsibility to keep an eye on 
what is going and report it accurately to the public goes back to the era of the Colonial 
Press. Early in the 1700s, that responsibility was taken seriously by Peter Zenger, a printer 
and editor of the New York Weekly. In 1734 he was arrested and imprisoned on a charge 
of seditious libel (printing false statements intended to overthrow the government). He had 
openly criticized William Cosby, the Crown-appointed governor of New York, for some of 
the government’s official policies. In fact, what he had printed was true! Because of that, 
when he went to trial, a jury of his peers found him not guilty—much to the annoyance 
of Governor Cosby. The press, that jury decided, has a responsibility to present the truth 
and should therefore be free to monitor the activities of government and report them accu-
rately to the people.

Zenger was by no means the first to argue for freedom of speech and the press. John 
Milton made a forceful argument for such freedoms as far back as 1644 in his response to 
criticism for printing an essay in support of liberal divorce laws. His prose is archaic, but 
the point he makes is the same:

And though the winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon the earth, so Truth be in 
the field, we do injuriously by licensing and prohibiting to misdoubt her strength. Let 
her and falsehood grapple; whoever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open 
encounter?4

Less than a century later, the Zenger trial became an important event that helped estab-
lish the concept of the “freedom of the press” in the new nation that came into existence. 
The idea that the press should be free to exercise surveillance over government and that it 
had a responsibility in its reports to alert the public of potential or real wrongdoing became 
known as the “watchdog” function of the press.5 As time went on, that idea was extended to 
the view that the press has a responsibility to monitor virtually the entire social environment 
in which it operates and to report to the public items of importance and interest.
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In more modern times, the watchdog obligations of the press to the public that it serves 
were broadened to include additional communication activities, which are known as the 
three functions of the press. In 1948, political scientist Harold D. Lasswell identified these 
as (1) surveillance of the environment, (2) correlation of the parts of the society in respond-
ing to the environment, and (3) transmission of the social heritage from one generation to 
the next.6 When they exercise these three functions adequately, they perform well in alert-
ing the public to the important events and situations that are taking place.

The Surveillance Function

The surveillance function means that the press has a corps of reporters and other pro-
fessional observers that constantly monitor what is going on in the world. In the United 
States, special attention is paid to various “beats,” such as Wall Street, the Pentagon, 
and the Congress. At a local level, it would be such beats as police headquarters, area 
businesses and industries, sports teams, and so on—which the news media have learned 
are frequent generators of important, or at least interesting, stories. This provides a truly 
important service as well as many benefits to the society. As sociologist Charles Wright 
wrote:

One positive consequence of such surveillance is that it provides warnings about immi-
nent threats and dangers in the world—about, say, impending danger from a hurricane 
or from a military attack. Forewarned, the population can mobilize and avert destruc-
tion. Furthermore, insofar as the information is available to the mass of the population 
(rather than to a select few), warnings through mass communication may have the addi-
tional function of supporting feelings of egalitarianism within the society—everyone 
has an equal chance to escape from danger. A second positive consequence is that a 
flow of data about the environment is instrumental to the everyday institutional needs 
of the society, for example, stock market activities, navigation and air traffic.7

Obviously, there are other consequences of the surveillance function to individuals and 
to society as well. The media, through news reports, can bestow or take away personal 
prestige; they can disrupt social stability by disseminating information that upsets or dis-
turbs people, and, finally, the media can mislead the public when the news is controlled by 
individuals who shape it for their own purposes.

Correlation of Events in the News

The additional functions described by Lasswell are also important as obligations to the 
public.

The function of “correlation” is required to help people understand the relationship 
between events. For example, if there is a significant rise in the price of gasoline or heating 
oil, the public needs to understand why. It is not enough just to release news stories that 
document the sharp increase in costs. The press has an obligation to report on related 
events and issues that help place the situation in perspective. Thus, the public needs to 
know if a hurricane has disrupted supply, if the oil industry is “price gouging,” if there has 
been a breakdown or sabotage of the pipelines that deliver petroleum to various areas of 
the country, if truck drivers who deliver gasoline or heating oil have called a strike, if the 
federal government is trying to solve the problem, and so on. Only by correlating these 
various aspects of the situation can the public understand more fully what is happening 
and reach conclusions as to what, if anything, they can do about it.
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Transmitting the Social Heritage

News is, after all, history in the making. Today’s news stories become a chronicle of the events 
that have taken place—a record of those issues, occurrences, and events that contribute to the 
development of the society and its culture. There is a critical requirement that those records 
be both accurate and inclusive. Future generations will turn to those accounts to gain a per-
spective on what took place earlier in their society. Reading contemporary accounts in the 
press of the Civil War battle of Gettysburg, or seeing newsreel footage of the assault on Iwo 
Jima, for example, enriches our understanding of what actually took place. Such reports can 
expand and flesh out the explanations that appear in history books. The same is true of other 
kinds of significant events. Reading newspaper reports about the sinking of the Titanic, for 
example, can make the loss of 1,500 people seem more personal and real—at least compared 
with drier historical accounts. Indeed, historians often consult the press reports of the time 
when they try to analyze and understand a particular event from the past.

As these three functions indicate, there is a heavy responsibility on those who review the 
flow of potential news stories into their newsroom to include the most significant among 
them in their paper, broadcast, or Internet release. This is part of the “fourth estate” obli-
gation of the press—to serve as watchdogs of the public interest and to keep the public 
informed accurately about important things that are taking place. In the process of selec-
tion of the daily news, then, which stories will help the public in recognizing real or poten-
tial dangers? Which stories will help people relate to various aspects of a situation so as to 
understand the whole more completely? And, finally, which will provide a thorough and 
accurate account of the important events of the day so that future generations can under-
stand them? These are the questions that must be faced daily by those who screen and 
select what will be reported in the daily newspaper, news broadcast, or Internet release. 
Some do it well; others do it poorly.

The activity of editors in the newsroom, reviewing the stories that are available and 
selecting those as the content of their daily offerings, is called “gatekeeping” as a result of 
a classic research article by David Manning White. His article was published in Journalism 
Quarterly in 1950.8 The article explained that one of the main sources for those who make 
these selections are the accounts arriving at the newsroom via the “wire” services. Many 
came in every day, and a special “wire service editor” had the task of selecting those that 
were to be included in the daily newspaper. In other words, those that were selected for 
the list of daily offerings to the public were allowed through that particular “gate.” For 
those that went into the wastebasket, the gate remained closed. Gatekeeping also applies to 
other sources of candidate news stories from which editors must select. Those who generate 
potential news stories may be reporters, syndicates, press public relations persons, free-
lance writers, and so on. In each case, a decision must be made as to whether the story will 
get through the gate. Gatekeeping, then, is a general and complex process that depends on 
using many different types of criteria to sort and select stories from many sources.

The Origins of the Concept of Gatekeeping

Where did the metaphor of a “gate” and “gatekeeping” come from to describe the selec-
tion and screening process that takes place every day in the newsroom or its equivalent in 
other media? The term originated from a practical study conducted during World War II 
by social psychologist Kurt Lewin. He was not interested in mass communication or the 
selection of news. He had been asked by the National Research Council to develop an 
understanding of the process by which typical American families selected the foods that 
they prepared and consumed at home.
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It was an important issue at the time. During the war, a number of foods were in short 
supply because they were needed to feed the armed forces of more than 15 million military 
personnel—a matter of very high priority. Examples of foods that were in short supply 
were the traditional cuts of meat that were normally purchased for home use—steaks, 
roasts, pork chops, etc. The government wanted to get the public to reduce their use of 
these meats and shift to others that remained in good supply (e.g., liver, heart, kidney, 
and other “organ meats”). These were not in high demand and were generally consid-
ered by the public as less desirable, even though they were adequately and equally nutri-
tious. How, then, could ordinary families be persuaded to select and prepare these “organ 
meats,” especially when it meant a significant change in methods of preparation and food 
consumption?

The first step was to understand the process by which typical families selected the foods 
that they prepared and brought to their tables. It was Lewin’s study of this process that 
led him to develop the concept of a “gate” and of a “gatekeeper.”9 Briefly, he conducted a 
number of studies on typical families to learn how they selected foods for home gardens 
(popular during wartime) or from stores where they purchased. He developed a thorough 
understanding of the channels by which foods from these two sources reached the family 
table and how decisions were made to select some and reject others. He found that several 
criteria—price, availability, perceived desirability—played key roles. By applying these 
criteria, decisions were made by homemakers as to which foods were selected to finally 
appear on the family table. As he put it:

This example [of using criteria] indicates that a certain area within a channel might 
function as a ‘gate’: The constellation of the forces before and after the gate region are 
decisively different in such a way that the passing or not passing of a unit through the 
whole channel depends to a high degree on what happens in the gate region. This holds 
not only for food channels but also for the [word-of-mouth] traveling of a news item 
through certain channels in a group, for movements of goods, and the social locomo-
tion of individuals in many organizations.10

 The term “gatekeeping” originated from a study about food rationing and decision- making con-
ducted during WWII. Who are the gatekeepers in this modern-day example of rationing during the 
COVID-19 pandemic?
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Lewin saw that there were many kinds of “gates” and that specific criteria were used to 
determine which items were let through and which were kept out. It was a simple idea and 
consistent with common sense, but the concept provided a clear way to refer to criteria to 
screen candidate items of almost any kind so that they could be further processed.

Lewin went on to focus on the persons who applied the criteria and made the decisions 
about opening the gate—or keeping it closed. In his food studies, he found that these were 
mainly housewives (at that time), but that the criteria they used varied from one cultural 
group to another. The major point of this part of his conclusions is that the characteristics 
and mode of action of this person needed to be understood:

In case a channel has a gate, the dominant question regarding the movement of 
materials or persons through the channel is: who is the gatekeeper and what is his 
psychology?11

It was this question, in particular, that led journalism scholar David Manning White 
to look at the American newsroom and try to understand the gatekeeping process in the 
selection of the daily stories to be disseminated to the public. Conducting his investigation 
in 1949—a time when newspapers were still the dominant medium from which the public 
obtained information about current happenings—he realized that the first task in study-
ing this process was to determine just who served in the capacity of a gatekeeper.

He saw immediately that this was not a simple issue. There were, in fact, a number of 
gates. He gave the example of press coverage of a Senate hearing on a proposed bill for 
federal aid to education—an obviously important public issue.

At the hearing there will be reporters from the various press associations, Washington 
correspondents of large newspapers which maintain staffs in the capital, as well as 
reporters for local newspapers. All of these form the first ‘gate’ in the process of com-
munication. They have to make the initial judgment as to whether a story is ‘impor-
tant’ or not.12

White went on to note that this was only the first step. Additional gatekeepers played a 
part in shaping the story and deciding what to emphasize or ignore or, indeed, whether to 
run the story at all.

To gain a more complete perspective on the role and functions of a gatekeeper, White 
selected a particular editor in a newspaper who actually performed gatekeeping duties. He 
then made a thorough analysis of what stories that individual allowed through the gate, 
which ones he tossed into the wastebasket, and, even more important, why he let some 
through but not others.

Our ‘gate keeper’ is a man in his middle 40s, who after approximately 25 years of 
experience as a journalist (both as a reporter and a copy-editor) is now the wire editor 
of a morning newspaper of approximately 30,000 circulation in a highly industrial-
ized mid-west city of 100,000. It is his job to select from the avalanche of wire copy 
daily provided by the Associated Press, United Press and International News Service 
what 30,000 families will read on the front page of their morning newspapers. He also 
copy-edits and writes headlines for those stories.13

The editor, “Mr. Gates,” as White called him, cooperated fully. He rejected approxi-
mately 90% of the content that came before him. He saved all his rejects but also explained 
(in writing) why each was denied access into the pages of the paper.



Gatekeeping Theory 193

By analyzing the reasons “Mr. Gates” used to reject a story, White was able to gain 
a perspective on the criteria used in the screening process. One thing was clear: for the 
most part, these were “highly subjective value judgments.” For example, Mr. Gates did 
not like sensationalist stories and would not select them. He tossed aside those that he felt 
were “pure propaganda.” He also rejected those that he judged to be “poorly written,” 
“dragged-out,” “vague,” “full of too many figures and statistics,” “repetitious” (of earlier 
stories), “not in good taste,” or simply “not interesting.” In his final selections, space was a 
very important criterion. Newspapers have a “news hole,” which consists of between 20% 
and 25% of their total space that they can actually devote to the news. The rest is adver-
tisements, comics, and other non-news content.

Obviously, a study of one gatekeeper at work selecting stories for only one week can-
not provide a full understanding of how the process works or what criteria are used to 
select and present the day’s news. Nevertheless, White’s initial study of the process opened 
the research door for a number of other investigations of how news stories are screened, 
judged, selected, modified, and presented to the public by all of the media that are used to 
disseminate reports of current events.

Opening the Gate: Criteria for Selecting the News

What features of a news story do editors, news directors, and others who control the flow 
of stories look for as criteria for opening or closing the gate? Basically, they are after stories 
that will interest as well as inform the public. But they are also concerned about the finan-
cial welfare of the medium that they manage. In making their selections, they use what is 
called the “news perspective.”

The News Perspective

The news perspective is a subculture of criteria and beliefs, loosely shared by journalists, that 
they use for selecting the daily flow of stories that will achieve the goals, not only of the public 
but also of those who operate media. As David Altheid explains, it is a “complex of economic, 
organizational, and personal factors that determine the biases and the slants built into news 
reporting.”14 In each newspaper or other medium, the criteria for selecting stories reflect the 
concerns and practices not only of reporters, who initially select and draft accounts, or the 
needs of the public for accurate and complete knowledge about events, but also those of man-
agement who are responsible for the financial “bottom line” of the medium. Above all, they 
are conscious of what they believe their audience will want because they realize that they have 
to remain in business. The news perspective, then, provides a general framework for making 
decisions about the merits of a particular story regarding these several considerations. Thus, 
whether that story will get through the gate in today’s news market depends not only on what 
it will contribute to the public but also on what it will contribute to the medium.

As a result of this perspective, there is a remarkable uniformity in the news topics that 
are covered by the daily press in the United States. There are only minor variations from 
one newspaper to another in the specific stories that will be found on the front page, in the 
business section, the sports page, and so on. The same is true of television news—either 
at the national level when networks are compared or at the local level when the stations in 
a particular city are contrasted. If one network news report opens with a story about the 
latest political scandal in Washington, the same story is likely to lead in the others. At the 
local level, if a gruesome murder or major fire is the lead story, the same events are likely 
to be covered in much the same way by the rival stations. A similar situation exists in the 
news delivered over the Internet.
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Clearly, the need to generate revenue from advertisers plays a prominent role in the 
way a paper or broadcast is organized. To survive financially and to make a profit, con-
siderable space and time have to be devoted to these commercial messages. Moreover, a 
considerable amount of entertainment content is needed to attract and retain subscribers 
or loyal viewers. Thus, even in their selections of basic news stories, the entertainment 
factor remains prominent. This has been the case since the modern mass newspaper was 
started by Benjamin Day in the 1830s. His focus on crime—and even fictitious events that 
he invented, rather than just hard news, political reports, and economic information—was 
his strategy for attracting the largest possible number of readers who would see the adver-
tisements. By the beginning of the 1900s, the “news perspective” meant selecting news 
stories not only for their historic, economic, or political importance but also as a means of 
pleasing newspaper subscribers and readers. As editor Will Irwin stated in 1911:

We will give the public what it wants, without bothering to elevate the commonwealth. 
If we find that people prefer murders, then murders they shall have.15

Just before World War II, newspaper scholar H. H. Hughes reviewed the development 
of the news perspective as it had been used since Benjamin Day started his paper, and up 
to his time. He summarized the relationship among advertisers, newspapers, and their 
audiences in succinct terms—noting that papers often had to exaggerate their numbers to 
survive:

What the advertiser bought was circulation, and his money paid the costs of publish-
ing the paper. Sales of the newspaper to readers barely paid for the ink and newsprint 
paper. But to make advertising space worth paying for, there must be wide circulation. 
The circulation liar was an inevitable phenomenon in a period when, to survive, it was 
necessary to boast. Circulation was achieved through the news columns.16

In many ways, our current media follow in the footsteps of the newspaper pioneers. 
Today, to accomplish much the same goal with respect to the television, radio, or Internet 
audience, the concept of “infotainment” plays a large part in the selection and treatment 
of news reports. Some stories that pass through the gate are likely to have some feature or 
slant that will provide entertainment as well as information, so that the audience will enjoy 
reading or hearing about it. By the 1980s, television became the main source of news for 
the American public, and it followed the same formula.17 Even today, television remains 
an important source of news. For example, a recent survey conducted by the Pew Research 
Center indicated that Fox News and CNN were named by the largest segments of U.S. 
adults as their main source for political and election news.18

As the various factors to be considered in selecting news stories converged, a general 
similarity emerged in what the media presented to the public. That is, newspapers became 
quite similar in their array of stories from one city to the next. Radio news emulated what 
was reported in print. Television stations adopted policies that made their news programs 
virtually identical to their competitors.

Taken together, this overall similarity was a consequence of the news perspective that 
had developed and become a binding tradition over nearly two centuries of American 
journalism. Every day, those who gathered, processed, and presented the news hoped for a 
lead story that would result in a contemporary version of what William Randolph Hearst 
said that he wanted his readers to remark when they opened their morning newspaper and 
saw the first headline. He told his editors that the ideal story would cause the reader to say 
“Gee Whiz!” (Today it would be “Wow!” or perhaps “Awesome!”)
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Even though the language might be different now, the principle remains. Those who 
manage the medium want riveted attention and an expression of great interest. A story 
today might concern a prominent and respected figure who has engaged in shocking 
behavior that outrages the audience, or that triggers other strong reactions among 
them. Thus, in recent years, disclosures about Donald Trump’s relationship with adult-
film star Stormy Daniels, or the toxic workplace of the Ellen DeGeneres Show took 
precedence as criteria for being passed through the gate over a report about even the 
most significant accomplishments of science (e.g., mapping the surface of Mars and 
deciphering the human genome). This practice continues to concern critics of the news 
industry.

What is going on here? Why are these news media following such similar patterns? There 
are a number of answers. First, as noted, financial survival is at stake. The news industry 
is increasingly competitive, and the advertising revenue pie can only be sliced into a finite 
number of pieces. While the number of local newspapers that are published has declined 
steadily over many decades, the number of alternative sources offering news to the public 
(and for advertisers to use) has expanded greatly. Radio came on line as a news source 
during the 1920s, along with weekly news magazines. This reduced dependence on the 
daily paper for both audience and advertisers. Then television news made truly significant 
inroads. Today the number of websites on the Internet that offer news summaries, or even 
extended analyses, is legion. Almost all of these sources are dependent in major or minor 
ways on advertising revenue. Thus, the stories that are carried on these many channels 
must have content that can attract and hold the attention of those who turn to them to find 
out what is happening.

Given the financial competition and the resulting news perspective, a major question is 
this: What kind of content will attract and hold the attention of the largest number of peo-
ple in a potential audience? That is, what specific aspects or features of a story will make 
it newsworthy— so that it will be read, heard, or viewed by the largest possible number of 
people? The answer is that a story must have as many as possible of a list of features that 
journalists refer to as news values. These are aspects of stories that over many decades 
have proven to have the best chance of attracting the attention and holding the interest of 
audiences.

News Values as Gatekeeping Criteria

As the news perspective developed over many years, journalists determined what features 
of a story will usually make it a worthy selection to get through the gate and to what 
degree. That is, depending on content, stories can vary in their level of newsworthiness. 
This means, simply put, they can differ in their potential interest level for the intended 
audience. This is judged by the gatekeeper, who makes the decision whether to let them 
through the gate or not. The greater the number of these features, the more likely it is to 
be passed through to find a place on the pages of the paper, an allocation of time in the 
broadcast, or a spot on the website.

The criteria for making judgments about newsworthiness are traditionally called 
“news values.” These have become a central part of the subculture of many work-
ing journalists, and they can readily recognize them at all stages of story prepara-
tion, processing, and dissemination. Generally, reporters try to include them in their 
reports. Editors, news directors, and webmasters scan candidate stories flowing into 
the medium to determine if enough of these values are included. Not every journalist 
uses these criteria, but many do. Summarized briefly, the news values listed below 
illustrate the concept.
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Impact

This refers to the number of people whose lives or circumstances will be influenced by the 
events of the story. For example, if a storm strikes and the electricity goes out in one neigh-
borhood, that is not particularly newsworthy. However, if a major power grid shuts down and 
an entire region and thousands of people are without electricity, that is truly newsworthy.

Proximity

A story about an event occurring locally is generally more newsworthy than one that is 
about a similar event that happened far away. For example, if a train derailed and a large 
number of people were injured or killed, it would be enormously newsworthy, especially if 
it occurred in the immediate area. It would rivet the attention of nearly everyone. A similar 
accident that took place in another country would still be newsworthy but not to the same 
degree and fewer would likely pay close attention.

Timeliness

Journalists have learned that it is important to get news reports to the public while they are 
“fresh.” Stale news can be a problem. One reason is that it might cause the audience to turn 
to another source that is able to get the information to them more promptly. A long-term 
tradition in journalism is that the source that can “scoop” the competition has the best 
chance of attracting the largest audience. This has resulted in efforts to cover “breaking 
news”—rapid reports about events that are just now taking place. These are thought to 
have a special appeal to the audience, making them especially newsworthy.

Prominence

Stories about individuals who are very familiar to the public—politicians, sports figures, 
entertainers, etc.—have much higher news value than those who are obscure. Thus, Prince 
Harry and Meghan Markle’s “Megxit” from their roles as senior members of the royal 
family created a journalistic counterpart of a shark-feeding frenzy when the story first 
broke. In a similar way, Brittany Spears’ conservatorship battle over her finances and life, 
or Kanye West’s 2020 presidential run provided fodder for the grist mill of the news media. 
Stories of important events that take place among people whose names are not recognized 
by the public would, in most cases, have less interest.

Conflict

Struggles of one side against the other command attention. Thus, if a major airport plans 
expansion, and those who live or work nearby believe that it will create unwanted noise, 
a conflict will result that can generate news stories for a long period of time. The conflict 
perspective provides interesting stories when clashes are reported between environmen-
talists and developers, unions and management, racial groups, citizens of a neighborhood 
and the police, food producers using gene modification or cloning and organic enthusiasts, 
and so on. A new story about a bitter divorce between two prominent entertainment celeb-
rities is a gatekeeper’s dream.

Currency

Stories reporting on issues that are in the spotlight of public concern are of higher news value than 
those dealing with issues that people care less about. Thus, if Congress passes new legislation 
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that helps seniors pay for prescription drugs, news reports are likely to be widely read, not only 
by seniors but also by their adult children. Or, if stories suggest that there is growing interest 
among members of Congress for student loan forgiveness, the attention of a large audience will 
be assured. A story reporting on a change in regulations for the way in which government mon-
itors wool exports, however, will probably have only limited news value.

The Bizarre

Stories about bizarre topics have high news value. A recent example was a human-interest 
TV story that reported on a dog that can ride a tricycle. Reports of UFOs, Bigfoot, and 
unexplained events in the Bermuda Triangle have long provided interest.

Individual and Routine Forces in Gatekeeping

All theories evolve as more research is conducted that tests and explores additional applica-
tions of the theory. In the case of gatekeeping theory, scholars Pamela Shoemaker and her col-
leagues have added to our knowledge of the factors or forces that influence decision- making 
in the newsroom. These factors can either constrain or facilitate the flow of items through 
gates. At the individual level, for example, the prestige or previous success of a reporter may 
facilitate the acceptance of a story, just as the inexperience of a reporter may make it less 
likely a story will be approved. Newsroom routines such as meeting deadlines may mean a 
story of moderate interest will be accepted far in advance of the deadline if editors think 
nothing more newsworthy will come in. In contrast, a story that is highly newsworthy may 
replace other stories, even if it is very close to the deadline. In addition, newsroom policies 
may dictate how certain topics, especially sensitive topics, are covered. In other words, there 
are a large number of additional factors that may influence the gatekeeping process.19

Gatekeeping in the Information Age

But how does gatekeeping theory apply to new media? After all, with traditional media, 
gatekeeping mainly describes a one-way relationship between gatekeepers and the audi-
ence. A series of gatekeepers make decisions about which news, or other information, to 
present to the public. But in the age of the Internet and social media networks, there are 
new gatekeepers to consider as well as the influence of the “gated”—those who are affected 
by the gatekeeping process. Scholar Karine Barzilai-Nahon suggests that a broader under-
standing of gatekeeping theory is needed. She points out that the major focus of tradi-
tional gatekeeping is on the role of the gatekeeper rather than understanding how human 
and technological networks affect the relationship between gatekeepers and the gated, as 
well as the impact on the gated. In network gatekeeping theory, networks, technology, and 
information itself provide a variety of ways to perform gatekeeping, some of which did 
not exist before. She argues that gatekeeping research has severely neglected to consider 
the alternatives available now to the gated, and the power and influence they have. There is 
no longer only a one-way relationship; there also is a dynamic relationship. In addition, tech-
nology itself becomes a gatekeeper, such as when Google uses algorithmic-based decision- 
making to determine what to present in a search engine result on a topic.20

Gatekeeping Theory: A Summary

In summary, news gatherers of many kinds constantly feed into editorial offices, news-
rooms, or website managers, a huge number of stories about what is happening out there 
in the community, region, society, and world. There is so much going on, however, that far 
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more stories are generated than can be included in any medium’s daily news presentation. 
Therefore, systems for screening and selecting must be in place to sort out what will be 
reported to the public and what will be ignored. At the same time, to remain competitive 
and profitable, stories must be selected that are of interest as well as the importance to 
those who read, listen, view, or surf the medium. That process of screening and selecting 
through the use of complex criteria is known as gatekeeping.

As explained, the term “gatekeeping” was first used in this way (to label screening, deci-
sion making, and selecting) as a result of a study conducted by psychologist Kurt Lewin 
for the government during World War II. The federal government-sponsored research was 
designed to determine how homemakers could be persuaded to buy, prepare, and serve to 
their families cuts of meat that were not reserved for feeding the armed forces. He studied 
how decisions were made about what to purchase, prepare, and serve. He used the anal-
ogy of a gate—letting certain products through to the family table and keeping others 
out. Lewin reasoned that knowing who the gatekeepers were and the criteria they used in 
making their selections would provide essential information for designing persuasive cam-
paigns directed toward those gatekeepers to increase the selection and consumption of less 
popular foods during the war. As this research was widely read, the term “gatekeeping” 
was then applied to a variety of decision-making functions, including the flow of news.

Thus, David Manning White realized that the editor in charge of the wire service—who 
selected many of the stories that would appear in the daily newspaper—was acting as a 
“gatekeeper.” He decided to make a study of an editor actually exercising the gatekeeping 
role (“Mr. Gates”), focusing on how such decisions were made. Since that time, gatekeep-
ing has come to be seen as an important part of the “news perspective”—the entire set of 
considerations and selection criteria that are part of the process by which news is collected, 
judged, processed, and disseminated on a daily basis. The basic propositions of gatekeep-
ing theory, which explains that process, can be summarized in the following terms:

1 In exercising its “surveillance” function, every news medium, whether newspaper, 
radio, television, or the Internet, has a very large number of news stories brought to its 
attention daily by reporters, wire services, and a variety of other sources.

2 Due to a number of practical considerations, only a limited amount of time or space 
(the “news hole”) is available in any medium for its daily presentations of the news to 
its audience. The remaining space must be devoted to advertising and other content.

3 Within any news organization, there exists a news perspective, a subculture that 
includes a complex set of criteria for judging a particular news story—criteria based 
on economic needs of the medium, organizational policy, definitions of newswor-
thiness, conceptions of the nature of the relevant audience, and beliefs about fourth 
estate obligations of journalists.

4 This news perspective and its complex criteria are used by editors, news directors, 
and other personnel who select a limited number of news stories for presentation to 
the public and encode them in ways such that the requirements of the medium and the 
tastes of the audience are met.

5 Therefore, personnel in the news organization become gatekeepers, letting some sto-
ries pass through the system but keeping others out, thus limiting, controlling, and 
shaping the public’s knowledge of the totality of actual events occurring in reality.

Today, gatekeeping theory remains a valid explanation of one of the major aspects of 
the process and effects of mass communication. It will remain important as long as the 
American news media operate in their present form—with a commitment to advertisers to 
maintain as many in their audiences as possible. That commitment is to their owners and 
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shareholders to make a profit and to their audiences to make their content as interesting 
as possible, while also offering coverage of those events that are judged to be important.

There are two major consequences that flow from the reliance of the media on the news 
perspective and the gatekeeping process. A negative view is that the use of news values—
similar patterns of news selection from one paper to another, from one television report to 
another, and so on—tends to trivialize the news. The emphasis is often on content that enter-
tains, rather than informs. This bothers many critics of the news industry, who charge that 
making use of the scarce pages or time in the “news hole” for infotainment can deprive the 
public of information that may be of great benefit to them. An illustration would be where 
a story high in the news values described above displaces an account of new medical find-
ings that could help those who suffer from a particular, but perhaps relatively rare, disease. 
Although they may be small in number, those afflicted might benefit greatly by knowing that 
a new medical procedure had been developed to alleviate their condition. The story high in 
news values, such critics charge, would easily win out. In 2020, for example, the launch of 
PlayStation 5 received 26 times more news attention than 10 humanitarian crises combined.21

A more favorable view of the contemporary press is that, because the advertising indus-
try makes such heavy use of (and essentially pays for) the media, Americans are served by 
an enormously complex news industry. As a result, the public gets relatively free an abun-
dance of channels that provide rich accounts of what is going on in the world. They can 
choose to read, listen to, view, or stream a broad selection of media that report on those 
events in ways with which they feel comfortable. To be sure, the accounts that are pre-
sented have been screened and selected on the basis of criteria that not all would agree are 
ideal. But, nevertheless, most major stories of importance do find their way into the press 
in one medium or another. Moreover, the overwhelming majority of journalists retain a 
strong sense of “fourth estate” responsibilities to the public. They try to provide informa-
tion on political, social, economic, and other issues related to the well-being of society. In 
fact, most do their best—within the constraints of the news perspective outlined above—
to provide the public each day with reasonably clear “pictures in their heads of the world 
outside.”

Questions for Discussion

1 Discuss the criteria used by news organizations to determine the news to be presented 
to their audiences. Include news values, and the norms and routines of news organiza-
tions that play a role in the selection process. Do these criteria still seem valid today? 
In what ways does the gatekeeping process impact the audience?

2 How does the gatekeeping process change with the use of social media platforms, such 
as Twitter and Facebook, and other platforms? With social media, what is the rela-
tionship between gatekeepers and the gated? Who are the gatekeepers and the gated, 
anyway? What is the impact or the consequences of this process?

3 Network gatekeeping theory, a broader view of traditional gatekeeping theory, 
includes the ways in which technology itself serves as a gatekeeper. For example, 
watch the following Ted Talk on YouTube and discuss: http://www.ted.com/talks/eli_
pariser_beware_online_filter_bubbles.html

Notes and References
 1 F. Beard and R. L. Olsen, “Webmasters as Mass Media Gatekeepers,” Internet Research: Elec-

tronic Networking Applications and Policy, 9, 3, 1999, pp. 200–211.
 2 T. Barton Carter, “Electronic Gatekeepers: Locking Out the Marketplace of Ideas,” Commu-

nications Law and Policy, 3, 3, 1998, pp. 389–408.

http://www.ted.com
http://www.ted.com


200 Theories of Processes and Effects

 3 Gatekeeping takes place in virtually all media in the world. It is by no means confined to the 
United States. See M. S. Roberts and P. Bantimaroudis, “Gatekeepers in International News: 
The Greek Media,” Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, 2, 2, 1997, pp. 62–76; L. P. 
Husselbee and G. H. Stempel, III, “Contrast in U.S. Media Coverage of Two Major Canadian 
Elections,” Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 74, 3, 1997, pp. 591–601; H. D. Wu, 
“Investigating Determinants of International News Flow: A Meta-Analysis,” Gazette, 60, 6, 
1998, pp. 493–512.

 4 John Milton, Areopagitica (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1940). First published in 1644 in 
England, this is a reprint edited by Sir Richard C. Jebb.

 5 Timothy W. Gleason, The Watchdog Concept (Ames, IA: Iowa State University Press, 1990), 
pp. 15–38.

 6 Harold D. Lasswell, “The Structure and Function of Communication in Society,” in Lymon 
Bryson, ed., The Communication of Ideas (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948).

 7 Charles W. Wright, Mass Communication: A Sociological Perspective, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Random House, 1975), p. 11.

 8 David Manning White, “The ‘Gate Keeper’: A Case Study in the Selection of News,” Journal-
ism Quarterly, 27, 1950, pp. 383–390.

 9 Kurt Lewin, “Forces Behind Food Habits and Methods of Change,” Bulletin of the National 
Research Council, CVIII, 1943, pp. 35–65.

 10 Kurt Lewin, “Group Decision and Social Change,” in Eleanor H. Maccoby, Theodore M. 
Newcomb, and Eugene L. Hartley, eds., Readings in Social Psychology, 3rd ed. (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1958), pp. 197–211.

 11 Ibid. p. 198.
 12 David Manning White, op. cit., p. 383.
 13 Ibid. p. 384.
 14 David L. Altheide, Creating Reality: How TV News Distorts Events (Beverly Hills: Sage Publi-

cations, 1976), p. 1.
 15 Will Irwin, “The American Newspaper,” Colliers Weekly, 46, January 21, p. 18.
 16 H. H. Hughes, News and the Human Interest Story (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1940), p. 16.
 17 John P. Robinson and Mark R. Levy, The Main Source: Learning from Television News 

(Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1986).
 18 Elizabeth Grieco, “Americans’ Main Sources for Political News Vary by Party and 

Age,” FactTank, April 1, 2020. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/04/01/
americans-main-sources-for-political-news-vary-by-party-and-age/

 19 Pamela Shoemaker, Martin Eichholz, Eunyi Kim, and Brenda Wrigley, “Individual and Rou-
tine Forces in Gatekeeping,” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 78, 2, 2001, 
pp. 233–246.

 20 Karine Barzilai-Nahon, “Toward a Theory of Network Gatekeeping: A Framework for 
Exploring Information Control,” Journal of the American Society for Information Science and 
Technology, 59, 9, 2008, pp. 1493–1512.

 21 Kate Hodal, “PlayStation 5 Launch Gets More Coverage Than 10 Humanitarian Crises Com-
bined,” The Guardian, January 12, 2021. https://www.theguardian.com/global- development/2021/
jan/12/playstation-5-launch-gets-more-coverage-than-10-humanitarian- crises-combined

https://www.pewresearch.org
https://www.pewresearch.org
https://www.theguardian.com
https://www.theguardian.com


DOI: 10.4324/9781003083467-17

13 Agenda-Setting Theory

As explained in the previous chapter on gatekeeping theory, the news media must select on 
a daily basis a limited number of the stories that flow into newsrooms from many sources. 
But once the reports have been sorted, selected, and suitably prepared, editors, news direc-
tors, and digital content editors are then faced with the task of arranging them into a final 
format suitable to present to their audiences. Obviously, some stories are more important 
or more newsworthy than others.

In the case of newspapers, the really important ones belong on the front page—or even, 
as editors say, “above the fold,” accompanied by a large-font headline. Similarly, in news 
broadcasts, some stories are identified as “our lead story tonight” and are the first to be 
reported—often with more time devoted to them than others that will come later in the 
program. The same principle prevails in the case of online news. Some are given more 
space or a more prominent position on the website than others.

There are, of course, other news accounts that clearly do not belong on the front page or 
in the earliest stage of the broadcast. Still, they may be seen as relatively important. If that 
is the judgment of editors or news directors, they wind up a bit farther back in the pres-
entation. In other words, stories judged to be of somewhat lesser importance or interest 
are positioned less prominently. Those with very limited importance or newsworthiness 
occupy the back pages, or the last part of the broadcast or web page.

Many stories must be diverted to specialized sections of the paper or broadcast—such 
as “business,” “sports,” or “real estate.” Even in those sections, however, some stories are 
more important than others, and a hierarchy must be decided upon. These are important 
issues in producing the daily report.

Gatekeeping, then, is not enough. A second important task for those who gather, pro-
cess, and disseminate the daily news is to make decisions about the prominence of the posi-
tion of each story—to decide where it belongs within the format of the daily presentation. 
Thus, those who design each news broadcast, newspaper, or online site must decide on the 
organization of their daily agenda.

The term “agenda” in common usage refers to the list of topics that are to be discussed 
in a meeting. It can also refer to the issues that some group feels are important. In the case 
of the news media, both of those meanings are part of the agenda-setting process. After 
deciding which stories to let through the gate, those who manage news presentations must 
determine the order and how to present them in the medium. A theory regarding decisions 
as to where the story should be located in the news report—giving it greater or lesser atten-
tion and prominence—is called agenda-setting theory.

The process of selecting media content and then designing an agenda format for its 
presentation to audiences has been studied within somewhat distinct issues, or frame-
works. One framework—the original and most studied—is the relationship among (1) the 
organization (agenda) of the overall news report, (2) audience beliefs about the relative 
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importance of the issues encountered in those reports, and (3) how those audience beliefs 
about relative importance influence the political process (the policy agenda). That is, the 
agenda set by the news media is said to be a major influence on the beliefs of the audience 
about the hierarchy of importance of the issues and topics reported by the press. In turn, 
those issues that are regarded as important by the public become the agenda of concerns 
of policymakers. These may be government officials (e.g., political candidates, elected leg-
islators, and judges) or others who have a voice in influencing policy directions (e.g., clergy, 
spokespersons for social movements, and educators). Thus, the agenda-setting process 
within this framework is a significant part of the political process.

In a broader sense, however, there may be another framework to consider. That is, the 
media also set other agendas. For example, the counterpart of setting the political pol-
icy agenda is the development of a social movement that has the goal of changing public 
beliefs and behavior. A social movement is an organized effort on the part of people to 
alter some condition of social life. Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) provides an 
obvious example. In response to the high numbers of deaths of their children from drunk 
and drugged driving, and the countless depictions of drunken and drugged behavior in 
entertainment content, mothers came together and started a grassroots social movement 
to build awareness, seek change, and advocate for stronger laws against impaired driving. 
Their movement caught media attention, and over time resulted in change.

Thus, agenda-setting theory helps to understand three important aspects of mass com-
munication and their functions in society. It helps in understanding the complex relation-
ship among news media treatment of issues, public beliefs about those issues, and the policy 
concerns of leaders regarding those same issues. In addition, it can help clarify the rela-
tionship between forms of behavioral norms depicted in news and entertainment content, 
audience acceptance of those norms, and the goals of social movements among citizens 
who seek to accept or change such behavior.

The Origins of Agenda-Setting Theory

The phrase “agenda-setting function of the mass media” is attributed to scholars Maxwell 
McCombs and Donald Shaw. This was the title of a research article that they published 
in 1972. Their seminal study offered empirical evidence on the relationship between the 
frequency and prominence (positioning in time or space) of stories reported by news media 
and the attribution of the importance of those issues by their audiences. Essentially, they 
found that stories that were emphasized by the press and placed in prominent positions 
in their formats were regarded as more important by audiences than those that were given 
positions of lesser prominence. In the immediate years following the publication of the 
McCombs-Shaw article, this relationship between media emphasis and audience beliefs 
was referred to as the agenda-setting hypothesis. In later years, as research supporting the 
general idea accumulated, it was more commonly called the agenda-setting theory of the 
press.

This set of assumptions—that the media set the public’s beliefs about the relative impor-
tance of issues reported in the news—aroused considerable research interest. A large num-
ber of investigators undertook studies of the ways in which the press emphasized certain 
kinds of issues. These concerned such matters as abortion, police brutality, civil rights, 
and a host of others. Of special interest was not only how these issues were interpreted by 
the public but also how the resulting public opinions had an influence on policymakers. 
The result was a body of research findings that constitute the evidence related to the agen-
da-setting theory. Today, that theory continues to be widely studied, and it is important 
and valid among those generated by media scholars and researchers.
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Forerunners of the Concept

However, like many significant ideas, the agenda-setting theory of the press did not arrive 
on the intellectual scene full-blown with the publication of a single article in 1972. A long list 
of earlier contributors laid the intellectual foundation. For example, the idea that the views 
of the public play a significant role in shaping the policies of government has been under-
stood for centuries. Those who analyzed the nature and influences of public opinion over the 
centuries include such luminaries as Machiavelli (1513), Hobbes (1651), Rousseau (1762), de 
Tocqueville (1885–1840), Bryce (1888), and Lippmann (1920), to mention only a few.

We noted earlier the view of Bryce concerning the link between reports in the press, 
opinions formed by newspaper readers, and the influences of their opinions on govern-
ment policymakers. In Chapter 7, we noted that he described it in dramatic terms in The 
American Commonwealth:

Towering over Presidents and State Governors, over Congress and State Legislators, 
over conventions and the vast machinery of party, public opinion stands out in the 
United States as the great source of power, the master of servants who tremble before it.1

We also noted that Bryce laid out in great detail the ways in which individual newspaper 
readers formed their opinions on issues of the day. He explained that the “leading article” (on 
the newspaper’s agenda) was a potent factor in the formation of the individual’s interpre-
tation of what important things were taking place that day. Thus, the individual’s opinion 
was formed in an interplay among the reader’s own predispositions and beliefs, the opin-
ions of others with whom he discussed the issue, and the manner in which the topic was 
reported in the press. As others reached similar views, Bryce explained, public opinion as 
a collective process was developed.2

Early in the twentieth century, as explained in Chapter 8, the relationships among the 
press, its readers, their opinions, and public policy were discussed at considerable length 
by Walter Lippmann.3 In particular, it is clear that he understood the concepts of the 
gatekeeping and agenda-setting processes (although he did not name them). In a clear 
statement of both processes, he noted:

Every newspaper when it reaches the reader is the result of a whole series of selections 
as to what items shall be printed, in what position they shall be printed, how much 
space each shall occupy, what emphasis each shall have.4

The Chapel Hill Exploratory Study and the Charlotte Panel Study

More recently, the term agenda-setting and the basic ideas of what is now termed agenda-set-
ting theory were first explored in a small-scale investigation of undecided voters in Chapel 
Hill, North Carolina. The authors, media researchers Maxwell E. McCombs and Donald L. 
Shaw, focused on political news. The occasion was the presidential election of 1968 (Richard 
Nixon vs. Hubert Humphrey). The goal of the study was to find out how voters in such 
a community made decisions during the campaign as to which of the issues that received 
extended news coverage were of various degrees of importance in their minds. News reports 
of political issues in the media received locally were identified by means of content analysis, 
with specific attention to their positioning in the news reports. A survey of 100 undecided 
voters in Chapel Hill was conducted to determine which of the issues covered by news media 
the voters thought to be important. The idea was to gather empirical evidence to see if the 
emphasis and prominence assigned to a news story (in terms of its location in the medium) 
were related to the degree of importance of that issue in the minds of voters.
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As it turned out, there was a high correspondence between the amount and kind of 
attention to an issue by the news media and voters’ judgments about its level of impor-
tance. Those issues that received the most attention and the most prominent positions in the 
press were seen as most important by the voters. (At that time, the issues included foreign 
policy, law and order, fiscal policy, public welfare, civil rights, and the analysis of the 
campaign itself.) The correlation between the major issues during the campaign that were 
emphasized by the media and voters’ judgments of the most important issues was +.967. 
Thus, it appeared that voters learned in direct proportion to the emphasis placed on those 
issues by the mass media. The conclusion was that the press had a strong influence on the 
issues that people would attend to most and discuss among themselves. In other words, 
the agenda of the press became the agenda of importance and discussion among those who 
followed the news about the campaign.5

McCombs and Shaw followed their 1968 study with a larger study in Charlotte, N. C., 
during the 1972 presidential campaign (Nixon vs. McGovern). It was a larger study using a 
panel design, with a random sample of voters interviewed at several points throughout the 
campaign. Again, there was a strong relationship between the issues reported in the media, 
and the emphasis placed on those issues, and voters’ perceptions of which issues were most 
important. This study provided more evidence that the media shape the public agenda.6

It is important to note that McCombs and Shaw did not claim that, in its role as the pub-
lic’s agenda-setter, the press shapes the thinking of the public—that is, they did not main-
tain that the press has a strong influence on the kinds of beliefs and opinions that readers 
and listeners form on the basis of what is presented. Their conclusions at that time were 
more modest—and in line with those of Bernard C. Cohen, who in 1963 concluded that the 
press “may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stun-
ningly successful in telling its readers what to think about.”7 McCombs and Shaw were 
convinced, however, that the emphasis placed on issues in news reports—through prom-
inent or less prominent positioning—did bring the public to “think about” such issues in 
different ways. They quoted sociologists Kurt and Gladys Lang, who in 1966 wrote:

The mass media force attention to certain issues. They build up public images of polit-
ical figures. They are constantly presenting objects suggesting what individuals in the 
mass should think about, know about and have feelings about.8

Individual Differences and the Need for Orientation

McCombs and Shaw stressed that the influence of agenda-setting on different categories 
of voters is the product of a long and complex causal chain that includes exposure to 
media content, type of medium, interest, interpersonal communication, and other factors. 
Clearly, some voters are more exposed to media content than others. Some are more inter-
ested than others. Some are more influenced by the agenda-setting process than others. 
How do we account for these differences?

McCombs and Shaw point to two factors that are especially important: relevance and 
uncertainty. Research suggests that an individual will not seek news media information if 
an issue isn’t personally relevant. There are many issues that aren’t uniformly relevant to 
people because the issues may not affect each person equally. For example, social security 
reform may be of most interest (and therefore more relevant) to those nearing retirement, but 
of less interest and relevance to college students or those just starting their careers. Another 
important factor is the degree of uncertainty about the issue. For example, perhaps you are 
uncertain whether the minimum wage for workers should be increased. Workers, union offi-
cials, and many politicians support such a raise, but the owners of many small businesses 
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say they cannot afford to raise the pay of their employees and they would be forced to lay off 
people or hire fewer workers in the future. If you are unable to decide if you should support 
a wage increase, and it is of interest and relevance to you, you may seek more information 
about this. But if you have already decided and you are firm in that decision, you are less 
likely to pay attention to media coverage or to seek additional information.

According to McCombs and Shaw, these two factors combined—relevance and level 
of uncertainty—are referred to as “the need for orientation.” If an issue is highly relevant 
to you, and you have high uncertainty about that issue and don’t know what to think or 
decide about it, then you are more likely to seek orienting cues and turn to the media for 
more information. As a result, you are more likely to be influenced by the media coverage 
of the issue.

Currently, hundreds of research studies have been published reporting empirical evi-
dence on the agenda-setting process as it influenced public interpretations of issues pre-
sented in the press. Included among those publications were a number that focused on how 
the resulting public opinion influenced the public policy agenda—that is, how political 
leaders reacted to what the public was concerned about. This topic became an important 
and closely related mass media research question.

Sociologists James W. Dearing and Everett M. Rogers summarized much of the research 
related to both of these two traditions.9 They note that influences on the public policy 
agenda have been a topic of central concern by political scientists. Less well studied, they 
note, has been the issue of how agenda-setting decisions are made by those who manage 
the media. By 1996, they could identify only twenty studies that focused specifically on the 
criteria used to decide whether a particular story is awarded greater or lesser prominence 
in a news report. They state that:

A variety of factors, including personality characteristics (of the decision makers), 
news values, organizational norms and politics, and external sources affect the deci-
sion (as to what makes news).10

In addition, they note that, in many cases, a story is given prominence because of the 
source from which it was obtained (e.g., the White House, a respected scientific journal, 
The New York Times, or a well-conducted public opinion poll).

Overall, from a body of more recent research findings, and from the scholarly contributions 
of a number of social scientists, a clear set of generalizations has emerged. The press provides, 
on a daily basis—as a result of the gatekeeping process—a list of news reports for the public 
to read, hear, view, or contact online. Some of those stories are judged, by those who make the 
relevant decisions, to be especially important or, in some other way, especially “newsworthy.” 
Those stories are placed in the most prominent positions in the newspaper, magazine, broad-
cast, or website. That much seems abundantly clear—although the exact basis by which those 
decisions about prominence in the news format are made remains less clear.

What happens next also seems reasonably clear. Agenda-setting theory assumes that, 
due to different levels of attention and prominence afforded the issues reported in the 
press, the public receiving these messages will form its own hierarchy of beliefs about their 
relative importance. Moreover, there will be a correspondence between the level of impor-
tance assigned to an issue in a story reported in the news media and the level of importance 
of that issue as interpreted by the public. More simply put: It is assumed that those issues 
that are reported in a prominent manner in the medium will be considered important by 
the audience. Those that are less emphasized will be seen as less important.

There is considerable support for this conclusion in many empirical studies that have 
been carried out. That was certainly the case in the study by McCombs and Shaw. The 
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voters they studied had a similar ranking of importance as did the media for the issues 
that were reported. Many others have reached similar conclusions. An example is a study 
of the influence of crime reports in the press on the public’s fear of crime in three major 
cities in the United States. Margaret T. Gordon and Linda Heath studied the prominence 
given to crime stories in the major newspapers in Chicago, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles. 
Their measure of prominence was the percent of the “news hole” occupied by crime stories 
in these papers. Generally speaking, they found that the greater the prominence given to 
such stories, the greater the fear of crime on the part of readers.11

Finally, the third issue is the ways in which the opinions of the public, presumably 
formed on the basis of the relative prominence of issues and topics in the news reports, 
have consequences for policymakers. However, it has been accepted—literally for centu-
ries, as we have noted—that public opinion is the foundation of decisions in government. 
That seems especially true in democracies, where policymakers are elected and serve at 
the pleasure of the public, because (obviously) they can be voted out of office if the policies 
that they produce are unpopular.

Generally, the basic ideas that are addressed by agenda-setting theory can be summa-
rized in the following terms:

Those in charge of designing the format for the day’s newspaper, news broadcast, or 
news website use a variety of criteria to decide how much space or time will be devoted 
to each story. In doing so, they decide where each report will be placed in the format—as 
the lead story, on the back pages, or somewhere in between. The result of exercising these 
criteria by news personnel is a ranking of prominence of the stories included in the day’s 
report. That level of prominence for each story indicates the degree of emphasis that the 
designers of the news report have awarded to each specific issue or topic. Members of the 
public, who read, listen to, or view these reports, from that organization of topics, form 
their own conceptions of the relative importance of each of the stories disseminated. Thus, 
each member of the news audience (unwittingly) develops a ranking in his or her own mind 
of the importance of the issues and topics covered in the stories contained in the daily 
media reports.

Taken together, these conceptions of relative importance constitute an important fea-
ture of public opinion regarding each of the topics that have appeared in the press. That 
collective opinion may be highly structured around a particular consistent view or hope-
lessly divided among many conflicting versions. Public opinion that is consistently struc-
tured around a particular view becomes an important (indeed powerful) influence on 
those in charge of the policy agenda. A failure to take public opinion into account in the 
formation and administration of public policy can mean that those currently in office may 
find themselves replaced by others after the next election.

But what does research reveal about these basic features of the agenda-setting process? 
That is, what has been discovered about the criteria used for setting the agenda on the 
part of news personnel? Is there convincing evidence that the relative prominence given to 
issues in news reports does indeed bring about a ranking of importance on the part of the 
public? And, finally, does a well-structured and concerned public opinion actually have a 
strong influence on the policy agenda? Answers to these questions are important in assess-
ing the value and importance of the agenda-setting theory.

Factors Used in Setting the News Media Agenda

There is an old saying in the legal profession: When asked “what is the law?” the answer 
is often “whatever judges say it is.” A somewhat similar principle prevails within journal-
ism. One might ask, “what is news?” Obviously, the answer is “whatever editors [and their 
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counterparts in other media] decide it is.” While there may be wisdom in such a definition, 
an important question remains unanswered. That is, how do they decide? What consid-
erations, criteria, requirements, or other factors are weighed in the minds of those who 
select the news stories of the day and place them in different positions of prominence in 
the various media?

There is no simple answer to that question—no straightforward “check-list” of cri-
teria that are uniformly applied by all news format designers in the various versions 
of “the press.” There is, of course, the underlying requirement that whatever is cov-
ered and disseminated needs to attract the attention and interest of the largest possible 
numbers of readers, listeners, viewers, or surfers. In other words, there is a fundamental 
requirement—underlying all other considerations—to keep the profits coming in. But 
given that requirement, there is flexibility in how it can be achieved. After all, the news 
agenda of The New York Times is not identical with that of the National Enquirer, but 
each manages to stay in business.

Traditional News Values

The features that make a story “newsworthy” were discussed in detail in Chapter 12 
(gatekeeping theory). These same values serve as criteria not only for letting a particular 
story through the “gate” but also for deciding where it should be placed in the format of the 
news report. They are by no means the single or most important set of criteria, but they 
do play a part in the considerations of editors and others who make decisions about the 
“newsworthiness” of a particular story and the prominence it should receive.

Summarizing briefly, these news values include the following features of a story: impact, 
referring to the number of people whose lives or circumstances will be influenced by the 
events reported; proximity, the fact that a story about an event occurring locally is gener-
ally more newsworthy than one that is about a similar event that happened far away; time-
liness, meaning that it is important to get news to the public while it is “fresh”; prominence, 
which in this context means that stories about individuals who are very familiar to the 
public have much higher news value than those who are obscure; conflict, indicating that 
there is a public interest in struggles of one side against the other; currency implies that 
issues that are in the spotlight of public concern are of higher news value than those deal-
ing with one-time issues that will soon fade away; and, finally, the bizarre can be counted 
on to be a sure winner.

Other Considerations

Decisions about where to place a story in the daily news presentation are not made solely 
on news values. They are made on the basis of many complex and pragmatic consider-
ations. Many of these were developed over long periods of time, yielding strategies and 
practices for presenting the news to the public in such a way that the medium (1) survives 
economically and (2) serves many of the needs of the public. These criteria and consider-
ations for setting the news agenda are partly derived, then, from strategies and practices 
that have developed over two centuries in the print media and many decades in broadcast 
news. Listed below are some of particular significance.

Audience Composition

No medium speaks to all citizens. The composition of the population in the area served by 
a medium can influence the agenda developed by a news medium. Audiences are studied 
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closely to determine what will work best with whom. Conscious decisions are made, in 
part, on the basis of beliefs about what major segments of a particular medium’s audience 
will find interesting, important, amusing, and so on. That principle is as old as the decision 
of Benjamin Day to feature crime news prominently in his New York Sun in the 1830s. 
Capturing audience attention, then, remains an important criterion.

Religion and race can also be criteria for story placement. John Pollock and his col-
leagues assessed the coverage of sensitive issues in cities with varying population charac-
teristics and found that the nature of the audience was a significant influence on what the 
media chose to present.12

Journalists’ Commitment to the Public’s Need to Know

In all fairness to journalists, they also make decisions on the basis of what they feel the 
public should know—even if the issue is neither exciting nor inherently interesting. In their 
capacities as watchdogs of the public interest, it is important to give prominence to stories 
that expose such issues as corruption in high places, mismanagement by public officials, 
or misbehavior by persons charged with the public trust. For that reason, a story about 
clergy charged with sexual abuse will find a prominent place. The same will be true of a 
teacher who has abused or had sexual relations with a student; a lawyer, banker, or CEO 
who embezzled money; tainted food products imported from China; or a policeman who 
accepted payoffs. Each is likely to earn a prominent place on the agenda.

Displacement by “Killer Issues”

Stories about events that simply drive other important reports off the media agenda—or 
move them to positions of lesser prominence—have been called “killer issues.”13 Examples 
from recent years would be the Flint water crisis in which drinking water for the city of 
Flint, Michigan, was contaminated with lead; the impeachment of President Trump; the 
violent attack on the United States Capitol by Trump supporters; approval of the first 
vaccine for use during the 2020 pandemic. If one attended to news media during the times 
when these issues were prominent, one might have concluded that there was little else 
going on in the world.

Standard News Presentation Patterns

In terms of their overall format, both newspapers and broadcast news have over many dec-
ades worked out standard patterns into which they insert whatever stories make up their 
offerings for the day. For example, local television news is offered to the public in standard 
ways around the country. The “news team” is made up of an anchor, another person who 
serves as a co-anchor, plus a sports commentator and a weather person. In presenting the 
news, they engage in “happy chatter” with each other. The desks and background against 
which they are shown have been carefully designed to look impressive. Major local stories 
are often introduced by one of the anchors, who then switches to a “standup” (a reporter 
in the field with a microphone) who describes what is going on—while images of the (fire, 
wreck, crime, trial) are shown to the audience. For other local items, the anchor intro-
duces the story to the reporter in the field, who then turns to a “package” (an individual 
or individuals interviewed at the scene). This may be a police officer, a fire chief, a neigh-
bor who saw it happen, or a relative of the victim. The broadcast ends with a lightweight, 
sometimes amusing, “human interest” piece of soft news. Advertisements are slipped into 
the format on a more or less regular schedule. In addition, at various points during the 
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broadcast, brief messages claim that this particular news channel is the very best in the 
area. Whatever actual news items have gotten through the gate that day are presented in 
this overall traditional agenda.

Following the Leader

Certain prestigious newspapers and broadcast news organizations have clear advantages 
that place them at the top of their profession. For example, The New York Times is located 
in the city that is the center of the commercial, financial, and entertainment power struc-
ture of the nation. Nothing can take place on Wall Street, in the nation’s major banking 
systems, or in the offices where major decisions are made without the news reaching the 
publication. The city is also the center for many of the nation’s largest advertising and 
public relations firms which produce a constant flow of releases and promotions that wind 
up on its pages. In the nation’s capital, The Washington Post is at the center of the federal 
government—the White House, the Congress, the Pentagon, the State Department, and 
the various agencies that are most involved in national affairs. Each of these news publica-
tions is served by a large and complex network of reporters and other sources in the field.

Because of these advantages, it may be more challenging for a newspaper or television 
station located in, say, Tupelo, Mississippi; in Walla Walla, Washington; or in Camden, 
Maine, to be the first to present a major news story of national significance. The news media 
serving those communities monitor—and place conspicuously on their daily agenda—what 
comes out of New York and Washington. It is for that reason that local newspapers and 
television stations, to some extent, play “follow the leader” in developing their agendas.

Second-Level Agenda-Setting

After a number of studies on agenda-setting supported the findings of the Chapel Hill and 
the Charlotte studies, researchers began to explore additional areas of interest. As dis-
cussed, the original stage of research on agenda-setting focused on the salience or promi-
nence of public issues in the news. However, in time, researchers realized that these issues 
have characteristics, qualities, or attributes that describe them. When the news media dis-
cuss an issue—and when members of the public talk and think about that issue—some of 
these attributes are emphasized while others may only be mentioned. Those attributes or 
characteristics that are emphasized influence our understanding of the issue and help us to 
know which parts of the issue or topic are important.14

For example, an issue in the news that receives a lot of attention is the state of the econ-
omy. But in a discussion of the economy, many things could be emphasized, such as a rising 
or falling stock market, the unemployment rate, the number of people applying for jobless 
benefits, the trade imbalance, the rate of inflation, and so on. If a news story is emphasiz-
ing the unemployment rate more than other aspects of the economy, it is telling us that this 
feature of the economy is important to our understanding in some way. Researchers refer 
to the influence of the attributes or characteristics of an issue as “second-level agenda-setting.” 
In other words, say scholars, the media not only can be successful in telling us what to 
think about, but it also can be successful in telling us how to think about it.

The Public’s Agenda of Beliefs About Issue Importance

Receiving the daily agenda of the press are its readers, listeners, viewers, and online news 
enthusiasts. There seems little doubt that there is often a correspondence between the 
issues that media present in prominent positions and the level of importance that the public 
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assigns to those issues. Numerous research studies have confirmed this conclusion.15 But 
beyond that simple correlation lies the question of what else the public believes, under-
stands, or feels about those issues—that is, in addition to the idea that some seem more 
important than others. Specifically, how do the members of these audiences put together 
what Walter Lippmann called “pictures in their heads of the world outside”? That is, 
given the daily tidal wave of information that flows over the nation from its complex news 
sources, what social constructions of reality are achieved by those who attend to the news 
and then form various kinds of qualitative opinions about the issues presented? Do all 
members of the public react in a uniform way? Or are there distinctions and variations in 
the responses, assessments, and conclusions of different segments of the public?

The Attention Requirement

Obviously, patterns of attention are the first consideration. As previous chapters have 
made clear, different kinds of people differ in the amount of time and energy they devote 
to following the news. At one end of the spectrum are “news junkies,” such as senior citi-
zens who read their newspaper in the morning from one end to the other. They view both 
the local television and network news reports after supper and may even catch the latest 
TV report before retiring. On the other end of the continuum are young people who focus 
more on their own sphere of friends and activities. They obtain news from social media, 
or read their news feeds on their iPhones or tablets. They are less likely to follow local or 
national television news. They might catch a few headlines on important events, but they 
are unlikely to seek details.

Somewhere in between these extremes are the other news consumers. For many, how-
ever, their busy schedules—pursuing businesses and professions, raising children, and 
managing complex households—may not leave as much time for attending to news as is 
the case with others. But they do attend.

At the lower end of the socioeconomic structure are those with limited education and 
less income. They may view news programs on television, but they do so less often and to a 
lesser degree than do others. A smaller proportion of them own a computer—and an even 
smaller segment is online. This does not mean that they are not interested in what is going 
on. It does mean that they get much of their information and understanding of events that 
interest them through interpersonal sources—from those among them who do attend to 
the media and transmit information about what is happening, thereby serving as “opinion 
leaders” (see Chapter 11).

Interest as a Prerequisite

For all of these groups and categories, a key element shaping patterns of attention is inter-
est. If a particular news story, whatever its position in the media’s agenda, does not present 
an issue or topic that interests a member of the audience, it is likely to receive little attention 
and will thereby have little influence on the thinking of the individual. Those that do speak 
directly to the interests of a person are far more likely to be examined in detail and to play 
some part in shaping what the individual thinks—or at least what he or she thinks about. 
This pattern of selective and limited influences was discussed at length in Chapter 10.

But how are the interests of a person shaped? Social scientists have researched and ana-
lyzed this issue for a very long time. Briefly stated, a person’s interests are a product of 
demographic factors, location in the social structure, level of education, participation in 
particular subcultures, and unique patterns of past experience. To illustrate, a retired sen-
ior Hispanic male with a college education and a comfortable income—who participated 
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in the business subculture for many years and who served in combat in the armed forces—
will immediately be interested in news reports that relate to his particular background. In 
contrast, a single mother in her thirties—who may be a member of the same minority but 
who is employed in a routine job and struggling on a limited income to raise her child—
will not be interested in the same stories as her senior male counterpart. They may view the 
same agenda of the daily news, but what they take away in their thoughts and evaluations 
is very likely to be quite a different personal agenda based on what they attend to.

Shaping What People Think, or Merely What They Think About?

While the relationship between interest and attention has been well established, a very 
important question remains much less clear. That is, does the news agenda simply provide 
people with a list of more or less prominent issues to think about? Or does that agenda of 
differential emphasis actively influence their beliefs, attitudes—and possibly their behav-
ior? An oft-quoted answer to that question is that from the 1963 statement of Bernard C. 
Cohen (cited earlier). He maintained that the press “may not be successful much of the 
time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers 
what to think about.”16

While that idea has been widely discussed and accepted, is it really correct? Or are there 
grounds for concluding that—at least with some issues, some of the time, and with some 
people—it does not work that way? To illustrate that question, examples of a particular 
issue of prominence on the news agenda can be reviewed. In 2020, large-scale protests 
against police took place in hundreds of cities across the United States in response to 
the high-profile deaths of several black Americans in recent years. The fatal encounters, 
almost all of which were captured on video, include Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Tamir 
Rice, Walter Scott, Alton Sterling, Philando Castile, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and 
others. George Floyd, handcuffed and pinned to the pavement, pleaded for air because 
he couldn’t breathe, as a white officer knelt on his neck for nearly nine minutes. “Please, 
please, please, I can’t breathe. Please, man,” Floyd pleaded. These incidents and deaths, 
viewed repeatedly on newscasts, provoked nationwide protests against police.

What happened was that strong opinions were influenced. Although some citizens con-
cluded that the police should not be punished for what they did, others became deeply 
concerned and more entrenched in their belief that the police in many cities are “out of 
control.”

People didn’t just think about the issue, but formed very definite opinions and many 
took action and participated in protests.

Given such examples, what is the best conclusion that can be reached as to whether 
or not an item placed prominently on the media agenda will significantly influence the 
beliefs, attitudes, or behavior of those who attend to it? Perhaps the best inference is this: 
An influence on the entire news audience is highly unlikely. One simply cannot assume a 
magic bullet theory (Chapter 9) explanation of uniform effects. It is far more likely that 
influences will be selective and limited (Chapter 10). By the same token, however, there is 
no reason to conclude that items given prominence on the media agenda will uniformly 
have no influence in changing what people think about an issue. That conclusion is simply 
a reverse form of the magic bullet idea—a blank bullet theory. Thus, the best assumption 
seems to be that on some issues, some people, some of the time, will sometimes form opinions 
or change some of their ideas when the media present those issues in prominent ways on 
their agenda. Thus, the nature of the “pictures in their heads of the world outside” that 
members of the news audience will develop will depend on their particular patterns of 
interest and attention—which are determined in complex ways.
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The Public’s Issue Agenda and the Policy Agenda

An important question is this: If a particular issue, presented prominently by the press, 
does capture the attention of a large segment of the news audience, and if the mem-
bers of the public come to hold strong and reasonably similar opinions about it, how 
does that situation capture the attention and shape the actions of those responsible for 
public policy? This is the issue of the relationship between the public’s agenda (presum-
ably influenced by the press) and the policy agenda (presumably influenced by public 
opinion).

The fact that politicians are sensitive to public opinion can be assumed. What cannot 
be assumed is that public opinion toward an issue has been solely shaped by the press. 
The factors that bring large numbers of people to hold a particular view—a consistent 
public opinion—toward a problem or issue are many and complex. News stories about 
that topic prominently reported in the press will be only one factor that helps people shape 
their beliefs about it. People’s ideas about any situation that disturbs them are almost 
always derived from many sources. People’s evaluations and beliefs about a public issue or 
problem are shaped by what they learned as children, interpretations posed by religious 
leaders, views expressed by their neighbors, opinions obtained from work associates, atti-
tudes prevailing in their family, and so on. Attending to news stories in the press, then, is 
an important factor, but it is one that is mediated by a host of other sources of information 
and influence.

The Emergence of a Significant Problem of Public Concern

The first thing that must happen if an issue is to become one of public concern—to get on 
the policy agenda—is that citizens must become aware that a problem exists. That is, some 
condition must be present in the society that begins to disturb a significant number of peo-
ple (e.g., high cost of health care, abortion rights, police brutality). It is in creating aware-
ness of such conditions that the press has a clear role—but one that it shares with others. 
In discussing the development stage of social problems, DeFleur describes the awareness 
process in the following terms:

Once causal factors begin to produce a situation with the potential to disturb large 
numbers of people, journalists, political leaders, moral spokespersons, leaders of pow-
erful interest groups, educators and other concerned citizens are likely to publicize it. 
It is thus likely to come into public awareness.17

Many social problems have troubled Americans for a long time (alcoholism, drug 
addiction, poverty, environmental damage, crime, and so on). At an earlier time, these 
underwent an awareness process. In more recent years, people have become increasingly 
aware of still others (hate crimes, excessively expensive prescription drugs, obesity, and 
so forth).

It is clear that news reports are a principal channel by which awareness of such 
issues is created among the public. Spokespersons for various policy groups provide 
press releases, interviews, research reports, and other messages that receive more or 
less prominent positions in the news, depending on who originates the message. If the 
president is the spokesperson, the prominence of the message is assured. Similarly, 
the surgeon general, governors, and other officials who are regarded as highly cred-
ible are provided a conspicuous forum by the press. In this way, in many situations, 
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it is the agenda of the policymakers that establishes the agenda of the news media—and 
not the other way around.

A Circular System of Mutual Influence

At the same time, little would happen if the public simply ignored what was being dis-
seminated by the news media about an issue. What this means is that there is a second 
necessary condition in the development of a social problem that will eventually have an 
influence on the policy agenda. That second condition is that the public must disapprove. 
There must be a significant consensus that “this is wrong and something needs to be done.” 
If public opinion is hopelessly divided, unclear, or not yet formed, it is highly unlikely that 
the views of citizens will have any significant influence on the policy agenda. Similarly, a 
condition, issue, or problem about which public feelings are unclear is one that will be of 
lesser interest to the press. Stories reporting on issues about which the public is simply not 
aroused may take place—but the accounts are likely to be found on the back pages or near 
the end of the broadcast. There is a systematic relationship, then, among the press, the pub-
lic, and policymakers that shapes the level of prominence given a news story, its definition 
by the public, and the likelihood that it will be the subject of policy concern.

In addition, until the majority of citizens disapprove of the current situation, it is highly 
unlikely that public opinion on the issue will have any influence on the policy agenda. That 
will not happen in the case of any issue or problem until the public demands that the issue 
be addressed. DeFleur puts it this way:

The turning point is reached when enough people express a degree of moral outrage 
and say, figuratively, ‘Enough is enough; we want something done about this.’ At this 
point they are willing to provide the resources; programs for change are designed and 
set into place; organized, collective attacks on the problem begin.18

Precisely this sequence took place in a number of major problems that were discussed 
prominently in the press over the last several decades. The environmental movement 
created awareness of pollution through the press. That aroused the public to demand 
that “enough is enough.” New laws and regulations of many kinds against emissions 
and other pollutants were the result. These were actively reported by the press. The 
damages to health created by smoking is another conspicuous issue. The outrage of 
the public has been reflected in terms of banning certain advertisements, restricting 
smoking in many public places, and government-led lawsuits against the tobacco indus-
try. The portrayal of violence in television has long been one that aroused the public. 
Currently, the problem of illegal immigration is frequently on the news agenda and is 
influencing the policy agenda.

Thus, the relationship among the prominence of issues in the news, the agenda of 
importance assigned to those issues by the public, and the hierarchy that they achieve on 
the policy agenda is not a simple linear one. Each of these agendas is influenced by the 
other in complex and circular ways. Sometimes one of the three takes the lead; at other 
times, that same one simply follows. Overall, they constitute a system of mutual influence 
that comes to address, discuss, define, assess, and provide action regarding a constant 
flow of social problems and issues. Thus, as stated by scholars Dearing and Rogers, 
the three main components in the agenda-setting process (the media agenda, the public 
agenda, and the policy agenda) are best understood as a process of interaction among 
the three types of agendas.19
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The Agenda-Setting Theory of the Press: A Summary

The above discussion addresses a number of considerations that were not part of the 
original formulation of the theory explaining the agenda-setting function of the press. 
As that was described in the original article by McCombs and Shaw, it focused on the 
ways in which different levels of prominence given to issues in print and broadcast news 
reports would result in a parallel hierarchy of beliefs about the importance on the part of 
those who attended to the stories. Moreover, it is that original hypothesis that has been 
extensively researched over the years—resulting in considerable consensus that the out-
come predicted can usually be found in empirical studies. Additional research is needed to 
assess the implications of this theory, especially with respect to the systematic relationship 
between the three agendas.

The original theory of agenda-setting—relating the issue of prominence in reports by 
the press and rankings of importance by the public that attends to them—can be stated in 
the following propositions:

1 The press (news media, in general) selects a number of issues, topics, and events from 
its continuous surveillance of the environment to process and report daily as “the 
news.”

2 Because of limited space and time, and because of journalists’ convictions as to what 
is “newsworthy,” many issues and topics are ignored and do not become part of the 
news.

3 The press gives each of the news stories selected greater or lesser prominence in its 
reports by assigning it a particular position, or giving it more or less space or time, in 
its print or broadcast news presentations.

4 The selection of stories presented, with their different levels of prominence, space, and 
time, forms the news agenda of the press.

5 Therefore, when the public attends to these news reports, they will perceive the order of 
prominence assigned by the press in its agenda of stories and will use it to decide on a 
parallel personal ranking of importance of the issues and topics that make up the news.

 Figure 13.1 Three main components of the agenda-setting process: The media agenda, public 
agenda, and policy agenda. Source: Dearing and Rogers (1996).
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Questions for Discussion

1 Explain the major propositions and ideas of agenda-setting theory. Discuss the origin, 
background, and development of this theory. What would you say are the limitations 
or cautions associated with the interpretation or use of this theory?

2 What is second-level agenda-setting theory? Define and discuss the role of second-level 
agenda-setting, and give recent examples.
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14 Framing Theory

Imagine you are with a few friends walking on campus and you come across an informal 
display of artwork near the student union. You notice that the paintings have been framed 
in different ways. You also notice how the color and style of the frame complements the 
painting in some way, highlighting certain features of the painting. You and your friends 
discuss which paintings you like best, and what you think of the message or meaning of the 
painting. Your friends take a few photos with their phones of the display and the people 
viewing it. You see that each of your friends has selected different parts and angles of the 
overall scene that stood out to them in some way.

Journalists and other professional communicators often engage in a similar process 
when writing a news story, political advertisement, or other communication. They 
choose images and words that they hope will attract attention and influence the way 
their audiences will interpret the issues they have highlighted. In addition, members 
of political parties and public interest groups attempt to highlight or “frame” issues in 
a way that makes their preferred solution appear to be the most appropriate course of 
action for a certain situation. Framing, as a theory of mass communication, refers to the 
ways the media and professional communicators package and present information to the 
public. By highlighting certain events or features and placing them within a context, they 
encourage or discourage specific interpretations and may influence how their audiences 
view and construct social reality.

Background and Theoretical Foundations

Framing theory has its roots in a number of disciplines, especially sociology and psy-
chology. Anthropologist Gregory Bateson first used the term “frame” as a metaphor 
for animal behavior when he noticed that animals such as otters seemed to understand 
the difference between fighting and play-fighting. He theorized that animals could per-
ceive different modes of interaction, and these modes or types formed the boundaries 
or frames through which animals perceive the experience. However, most scholars 
credit sociologist Erving Goffman, who expanded this metaphor for animal behavior 
into a psychological theory describing human perception of social interactions. He 
wrote that the basic elements of a frame are the principles of organization that govern 
social events as well as our subjective interpretation of them. Furthermore, he believed 
that social frames can manipulate human perception. From the beginning, then, the 
role of cognitive effects was included, suggesting that the effects of framing could be 
significant. He also emphasized that the main or “primary frameworks” of a particular 
social group, which are used to interpret and classify social interaction, are a central 
element of its culture.1
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Sociologist Gaye Tuchman applied Goffman’s concept of a social framework to mass 
communication and news production. “News is a window of the world. Through its frame, 
Americans learn of themselves and others,” she wrote.2 She explained that frames inevita-
bly include some information and exclude other information, and in this way, news organ-
izations actively participate in the social construction of reality and in the dissemination 
of that reality. Todd Gitlin elaborated on Tuchman’s theory, claiming that the norms and 
routines of journalists do more than influence the building of frames. Frames are essential 
to news writing because they “enable journalists to process large amounts of information 
quickly and routinely package the information for efficient replay to their audiences.”3 In 
part, framing occurs because of time and resource constraints, which means that jour-
nalists must choose which events to cover and which events to ignore. But they also must 
decide which facts and perspectives will be mentioned or given prominence. Reporters are 
also influenced by social norms, journalistic routines, and other factors. In other words, 
frames serve as an efficient way for journalists to define the context and essence of a story, 
and to transmit that reality to the public. This process, however, also influences how audi-
ences perceive and interpret the information presented.

Framing in Mass Communication

As more scholars turned their attention to the study of framing, they began to define it in 
varying ways. For example, a frame is a “central organizing idea for news content that supplies 
a context and suggests what the issue is through selection, emphasis, exclusion and elaboration.”4

At a more basic level, however, frames are cognitive structures used to organize and 
store related knowledge in memory about people, places, objects, events, and even our-
selves. They also help us to interpret new information, and to process that information 
rapidly as we compare the new information to what we already know. In this way, frames 
can serve as useful “shortcuts” that help us make sense of a large amount of information 
we encounter daily. In psychology, a frame is sometimes called a “script” or “schema.”

Many frames are cultural in origin, and we begin to develop them at an early age. For 
example, we learn at an early age through school lessons or exposure to television and 
movies what the word “war” means. The word brings to mind images of battlefields, gun-
fire, bombs, soldiers, death, and related images. When someone refers to “war,” these 
stored mental images provide points of shared meanings between the speaker and others. 
We then almost instantly understand the concept that is implied when journalists and oth-
ers use such terms as “the war on drugs,” “the war on terror,” “the battle against cancer.”

In mass communication, scholars describe framing as a two-step process that involves 
both media frames and individual frames. Media frames refer to the way the press (or other 
professional communicators) organizes and packages an event in reality, such as into a 
news story. A media frame is “a central organizing idea or story line that provides mean-
ing to an unfolding strip of events … The frame suggests what the controversy is about, 
the essence of the issue.”5 Individual frames refer to the cognitive schema a person uses to 
process the information in the news story or other professional communication. Both are 
involved in the framing process.

A classic study illustrates the interplay between media frames and individual frames. 
In 1953, when television was still a new technology, professors Lang and Lang conducted 
a unique quasi-experiment. They studied how a television presentation of an event brings 
to an audience a different set of meanings for an event viewed than if those same persons 
experienced exactly that same event first-hand.6

An important public event was scheduled to take place in their city. It was a lengthy and 
complex event that was to be covered fully from beginning to end by television news. The 
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research question was whether those who saw it only via television would have the same 
internal experience (of constructing meaning for the event) as those who actually went to 
see it in person.

The event took place in Chicago. It was McArthur Day, which included a parade 
through Chicago’s downtown “Loop” in the general’s honor, followed by a speech by dig-
nitaries in which he was given the “keys to the city.” General Douglas McArthur was being 
honored for his military leadership in the recently concluded World War II. Professors 
Lang arranged to have two groups of people observe the event. One group saw it as it was 
orchestrated and framed for television. The other group went to the parade route, and, 
from various points along the way, observed the parade first-hand. Reports were received 
from 41 points of observation along the way.

The bottom line here was that there was very little correspondence between what these 
two groups of subjects experienced. The television crews “framed” what they thought 
would be of interest to their audiences. Thus, they focused on areas along the way where 
many people were gathered—people who behaved in an excited manner when the gen-
eral was driven by. Moreover, the behavior of people who realized that the cameras were 
pointing at them was very different than when no cameras were present. They cheered and 
gestured enthusiastically only when they saw the cameras.

In framing the event, the news personnel focused their cameras on the general, with 
many close-up views—and on Mrs. McArthur, who was also in the open car. Few along 
the parade route could even see them. The camera operators ignored long areas of the 
same streets where there were few or no people or where observers simply looked on in a 
bored way, with no display of excitement. The Lang observers, stationed at various points 
along the parade path to observe the event first-hand, saw the general only fleetingly as his 
car quickly passed by them. For them, it was a momentary and essentially boring event.

Those who viewed it on TV saw a very different reality—cheering crowds, a “seething 
mass of humanity,” along the route. They saw frequent close-ups of the general and his 
wife. They could see and hear the speech made by the dignitaries as they welcomed the 
general. These were very different “realities.” As the authors described it:

It has been claimed for television that it brings the truth directly into the home: the 
‘camera does not lie.’ Analysis of the above events shows that this assumed reportorial 
accuracy is far from automatic. Every camera selects, and thereby leaves the unseen 
part of the subject open to suggestion and inference.

Although those scholars in the early days of television did not use the term “framing,” 
their study illustrates the basic ideas very well, and shows the interaction between media 
frames and individual frames.

Frame Building

Scholars who study the framing process also study the factors that influence the creation 
or modification of frames, and how different frames are adopted and used by journalists 
and others. This is referred to as frame building. Especially important in this process are 
journalistic norms, political and corporate elites, and the surrounding culture.

As previously discussed, there are several factors that can influence how journalists do 
their work and that can influence the frames they use. This includes organizational pres-
sures, limited time and resources, and newsroom practices. It also includes the norms and 
values of the profession of journalism and the communities in which they work, and the 
ideological or political orientations of journalists.
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A second potential influence on frame building comes from elites, including interest 
groups, government officials or agencies, and other political or corporate actors. All of 
these groups routinely engage in frame building to support their interests.

What ties all of these together, however, and is more likely to produce a successful frame 
that resonates with the audience is a cultural context. The degree to which a frame can tap 
into the surrounding culture and its shared meanings with a familiar concept or under-
standing make it more likely the frame will be effective.

Frame Setting

Research on framing also focuses on the effects of framing, especially on the ways that 
audiences and individuals who have been exposed to a particular news frame may then 
interpret an issue. What are the psychological processes that take place? What is the 
impact upon attitude formation or change? How do frames affect how someone thinks 
about an issue or feels about an issue? How do frames influence certain behaviors, such 
as voting? The presentation and framing of events and news can systematically affect how 
individuals understand these events. Frame setting especially explores how individuals can 
be influenced by exposure to a framed message.

How Framing Works

According to recent research by David Tewksbury and his colleagues, there are two main 
ways that framing processes operate. In one, both a new issue and all the facts relevant to it 
are introduced together in a news story. This is often the case for an emerging issue or a sudden 
event. For example, in one study, researchers introduced a local policy issue that had received 
only limited coverage, and manipulated the considerations most important for understanding 
it. The issue—the existence of large, “factory-style” hog farms—was presented in news stories 
as either an economic or an environmental concern. On the one hand, large hog farms, some 
with more than 10,000 animals, have brought jobs and revenue to depressed rural commu-
nities. But in addition to the stench that those living nearby experience, the untreated hog 
manure that is stored in open lagoons has caused concern about the environmental threats to 
streams and sources of community drinking water. In the study, changing the headline and 
the emphasis of the news articles affected how readers understood the issue. These results sug-
gest that when news receivers lack an existing schema or any association with an issue, then 
news framing will strongly determine how an audience understands the issue.7

But frames also work by creating associations between familiar issues and existing 
beliefs, values, and attitudes. In this case, the new frame invites people to tap into their 
existing schema but to think about an issue in a new way. For example, in another study, 
researchers tested the effects of news stories about a rally held by the Klu Klux Klan. Some 
stories emphasized the importance of free speech, while other stories focused on the need 
for public order. People who were exposed to the free speech frame later displayed far more 
tolerance toward the Klan rallies.8

In this case, research suggests that the extent to which frames can tap into existing sche-
mas will determine the effects. Indeed, news frames seem most effective when they activate 
existing attitudes and beliefs. When a frame prompts people to examine their schema and 
apply what they know or believe to an issue, it does, of course, depend on what is in the 
schema. However, as a general rule, it appears that the more people know about an issue, 
the more likely a frame will be effective.9

In recent years, researchers have increasingly sought to understand the psychological 
processes that explain when framing is likely to have effects. First, they say, the concept or 
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topic under consideration, such as free speech when evaluating the Klu Klux Klan’s right 
to hold a rally, must be stored in memory and available for retrieval and use. However, if 
a person doesn’t understand the concept of free speech, then that person is unlikely to be 
affected by a frame promoting free speech. In addition, individuals must be sufficiently 
motivated to weigh any competing considerations that are suggested by the frame, or moti-
vated to engage in conscious evaluation when they are exposed to opposing ideas.

In summary, we draw our opinions from a set of available beliefs stored in memory. 
However, only some beliefs are easily accessed in memory at a given moment, and only 
some of these are relevant and applicable to the issue under consideration. Research shows 
that framing can work by (1) presenting new beliefs about an issue, (2) by tapping into 
certain existing beliefs in memory, or (3) by making existing beliefs applicable or stronger 
in people’s evaluations.10

Types of Frames

Scholars have identified different types of frames that often appear in news stories, polit-
ical campaign ads, and other forms of persuasive communication. In fact, a specific news 
story or other communication may employ more than one type of frame. Some of the most 
frequently used frames are discussed in this section.

Episodic vs. Thematic Frames

Multiple studies by scholar Shanto Iyengar and others show that network television news-
casts frame their news stories in episodic or thematic terms, but rely extensively on epi-
sodic framing. Episodic news stories emphasize an individual or single event. They portray 
a public issue by showing concrete examples or focusing on a specific event that character-
izes the issue. In contrast, thematic news stories emphasize the broader context of an issue. 
The reporting is on a more abstract level, discussing general outcomes.

For example, in a study to identify the ways that television news frames the issue of 
poverty, every network news story over a five-year period that made reference to poverty, 
hunger, the homeless, welfare, food stamps, and other keywords, was analyzed. The results 
showed that the stories were of two distinct types or categories. One category, the thematic 
stories, described poverty primarily as a societal or collective problem, highlighting infor-
mation about the rate of poverty, the number of states experiencing significant increases in 
hunger, fraud in welfare programs, changes in the definition of poverty, etc. These stories 
were described as background stories that were more abstract and impersonal.

In contrast, the episodic stories described poverty in terms of the individual victims, 
poor people. For example, they might tell the story of an individual person or family with a 
middle-class income that descended into poverty after the unexpected loss of a job during 
the pandemic. The coverage is more personal, and the issue is illustrated with a specific 
example.11

Gain vs. Loss Frames

Many news stories and public issues, especially those that present a choice or a decision 
that must be made, are framed in terms of potential gains or losses. Economic issues, 
health issues, and voting choices are often presented in this way. An appeal for action in 
a health message, for example, can be presented in a loss frame or a gain frame. In this 
case, the gain frame will emphasize the potential benefits, such as lives saved, or other pos-
itive outcomes or decreased negative consequences. For example, “stop smoking now to 
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significantly reduce your risk of heart disease and for a better quality of life.” A loss frame 
will emphasize the cost, such as lives lost, or other negative consequences (“if you continue 
smoking, you will significantly increase your risk of heart disease and death”). In a recent 
study, physicians and patients alike were less favorable toward surgery, rather than radia-
tion, as a treatment for cancer when the statistics describing the results of the surgery were 
presented in terms of mortality rates rather than survival rates.12

Strategy vs. Issue Frames

During political campaigns and elections, two competing frames are frequently employed. 
Strategy frames focus on which candidate is winning or losing (the “horse race”), a candi-
date’s standing in the polls, performance and style, and often use the language of war and 
competition. In contrast, issue frames focus on questions of policy and decision making, 
and the candidates’ views on problems and solutions that are important to citizens during 
the campaign. Scholars Cappella and Jamieson have argued that strategy frames, with 
their focus on winning and losing, encourage cynicism toward politicians, campaigns, 
and the political system, because they instill a belief that the speeches and acts of candi-
dates and politicians are not based on their genuine opinions, but rather on whatever will 
increase their chances of winning the election. Issue framing, on the other hand, focuses 
the attention of audiences on policy, opinions, and substantial issues of importance.13

Research shows that the use and prevalence of strategy frames by the news media dur-
ing elections has increased substantially over time, and intensifies as the campaign nears 
election day.

Master Frames

A number of other types of frames have been identified. For example, in addition to those 
prominent sets of frames already discussed, researchers have discussed human interest 
vs. conflict frames, economic consequences frames, individualizing vs. systemic frames, 
behavioral vs. environment frames, and many others. Indeed, previous research has often 
identified unique sets of frames central to a specific study. As a result, some scholars have 
called for more attention to identifying “master frames,” more enduring cultural frames, 
or sets of frames that could be applicable across issues. Others have instead called for a 
more systematic effort to identify stable, consistent sets of schemas or frames.14

Functions of Frames

One of the most widely cited definitions of framing is that of Robert Entman: “Framing 
essentially involves selection and salience. To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived 
reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a 
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment rec-
ommendation for the item described.”15

In other words, according to Entman, frames have several functions. First, frames define 
problems. They can describe or pinpoint the essence of the issue or problem. Frames also 
diagnose causes. They can identify what led to, or created, the problem. Frames may make 
moral judgments. They evaluate and judge those involved in the problem or issue, and the 
effects that resulted from the problem or issue. Frames also suggest remedies. They may 
offer treatments or solutions and predict the likely outcome.16

The research of Shanto Iyengar adds that the way a news story is framed can also suggest 
who is responsible, or who is to blame, for political and social problems. As discussed, most 
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news stories employ episodic framing, which emphasizes an individual or single event 
when describing an issue or problem, rather than thematic framing, which emphasizes 
the broader context. Iyengar’s research explored the impact of episodic and thematic news 
formats or frames on the audience’s attributions of responsibility. Research demonstrates 
that exposure to episodic news frames makes readers/viewers less likely to hold public offi-
cials responsible for the existence of a problem, and less likely to hold them responsible for 
correcting it. Journalists who frame news stories about poverty in episodic terms repeat-
edly, for example, explore the problem of poverty through the lens of an individual who 
is poor, and may cause people to see poverty strictly as an individual problem rather than 
a broader social problem caused by many factors, including lack of government support, 
low minimum wages, lack of educational or job training opportunities, or a prolonged 
economic recession and job loss, etc.17

Similarly, how public health issues are framed is of critical importance. For example, 
public health officials agree that obesity has become a serious problem. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention estimate that about 74% of adults are overweight, includ-
ing about 43% who are obese.18 During the COVID-19 pandemic, 78% of those hospitalized 
in the United States with the virus were overweight or obese.19 The costs of this epidemic 
are felt in dollars and disease, and in an overburdened health care system, which should 
concern everyone. Public health officials agree that, in addition to personal responsibility, 
there are a number of broader factors that contribute to the problem, such as whether 
there are safe places for children to play and exercise, whether school lunchrooms offer 
healthy and appealing food choices, whether poorer neighborhoods lack grocery stores 
with healthy foods, etc. Thus, how news stories on this issue are framed can determine in 
part whether there is public support for community and public measures to help address 
this issue.20

Framing Theory: A Summary

At the risk of oversimplification, the following set of assumptions and propositions express 
in summary form the basic ideas of framing theory:

1 The media, especially the news media, select a number of issues and topics from its 
surveillance of the environment to process and report daily.

2 Because of limited time and resource constraints on what can be reported, as well 
as social norms, pressure from interest groups, and other factors, journalists must 
choose which issues or events to cover and which to ignore. When presenting or “pack-
aging” issues or events in the news, reporters must decide which facts, values, and 
perspectives will be mentioned or given prominence.

3 Any issue can be viewed from a variety of perspectives. Journalists select or highlight 
certain aspects of an issue and make them more prominent (media frames), thereby 
suggesting what the issue or controversy is about and encouraging certain interpreta-
tions by the audience regarding the cause and any recommended solution.

4 Audiences interpret the information through their own cognitive schemas or 
frames stored in memory (individual frames). These frames may overlap with the 
media’s frames and, as a result, reinforce relevant information in an individual’s 
frames.

5 Therefore, when the public attends to these news reports, they will perceive the essence 
of the problem, and may interpret the information in news reports in ways that are 
consistent with the media’s frames. The framing and presentation of events and news 
in the media can influence how audiences come to understand these events.
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Controversies and Unresolved Issues

Framing is one of the most popular areas of research for scholars in communication and 
mass communication, as well as several other disciplines, including psychology, political 
science, and sociology. As a result, however, there are a number of different definitions of 
framing. The lack of consistency in the ways framing is defined causes uncertainty in the 
ways it is conceptualized. It also promotes disagreement about what exactly constitutes 
framing. In fact, some scholars have urged that we abandon the general term “framing” 
altogether and instead use more specific terminology, and do a better job of distinguishing 
between different types of framing.21

Another issue results from the ways that framing appears to overlap with a number 
of other conceptual models or theories, such as agenda-setting (Chapter 13), and related 
concepts such as schemas and scripts. Some scholars argue that framing is an extension 
of agenda-setting, whereas others argue that framing is conceptually distinct from agen-
da-setting. These scholars argue that while framing and agenda-setting involve a similar 
set of underlying psychological mechanisms, the specific cognitive processes underlying 
them are considerably different.

Overall, while there are similarities between framing and agenda-setting, they are not 
identical processes. As David Weaver points out, both are concerned with how issues, 
people, groups, etc., are depicted in the media, but framing also includes a broader range 
of cognitive processes, such as moral evaluations, causal reasoning, and recommendations 
for treatment.22

Questions for Discussion

1 When there is a dispute over a controversial issue, it is common to see each side in the 
controversy attempting to define—or frame—the issue to support its position. For 
example, in the debate over abortion, one side presents or frames the argument as the 
“right to life” for the unborn child. The other side frames the argument as a woman’s 
“right to choose” what happens to her and her body. As scholars point out, those who 
most succeed in getting others to accept their framing of the debate have, to some 
extent, already won the debate. Do you agree? Why or why not? What other examples 
can you give of the framing of controversial issues by opposing sides?

2 As discussed in this chapter, the news media employ strategy frames (focusing on 
which candidate is winning or losing) and issue frames (that focus on questions of 
policy and decision making) when covering political candidates and campaigns. 
Research shows, however, that the use of strategy frames in electoral news coverage 
has increased significantly in recent years. Some scholars argue that the prevalence 
of strategy frames encourages cynicism toward politicians and campaigns. Do you 
agree? Why or why not?

3 There is evidence to support the idea that “strategy framing sells.” For example, a 
recent study indicates that some audiences, especially highly knowledgeable, cyni-
cal, urban, and partisan voters, actually prefer strategy-oriented news during political 
election campaigns. Why? What may explain this?
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15 Uses and Gratifications Theory

As previous chapters have explained, beginning just before World War II, two general 
principles emerged from early research on mass communication. The first was that audi-
ences were selective because of a diversity of interests and tastes based on their social and 
cultural identities, and because of that diversity, not all members attended equally. That 
idea was embodied in the selective and limited influences theory (Chapter 10). That theory 
made it clear that the audience was not passive, with all members uniformly attending to 
whatever content the media happened to present. The assumption of a passive audience 
had been central to the defunct magic bullet theory, which was shown to be inconsistent 
with the facts. The second general principle was based on the realization that members of 
media audiences actively select that content to which they want to be exposed. For that rea-
son, it was essential to understand why people sought out particular types of news stories, 
magazine articles, books, radio programs, and films to which they wished to attend, while 
ignoring other available content.

A major study of radio audiences was a first step in providing answers to this second ques-
tion. The answer was that individuals in the audience sought content that would provide them 
with various kinds of personal fulfillment, enjoyment, or satisfaction of various kinds of needs. 
Thus, audiences were selective, not just because some people had different tastes and interests 
than others, but because individuals were actively seeking content to which they wanted to be 
exposed in order to obtain different types of gratifications for their personal needs.

The Discovery of the Active Audience

The growing conviction that individuals actively seek out media content that provides 
them with personal satisfactions of various needs eventually led to a new explanation, 
which was called the uses and gratifications theory. As noted, it was the second general per-
spective that directly challenged the assumptions and predictions of the magic bullet the-
ory. The focus is on “gratifications” that are provided by attending to media presentations. 
Such gratifications are related to various needs and other motivations that bring people to 
seek amusement, enjoyment, diversion, etc.

The slow development of alternatives challenging the Magic Bullet assumptions should 
not be surprising. In the 1930s, the rapid growth of the mass media was still a relatively 
new phenomenon in Western civilization. At the beginning of the century, during the early 
years of the 1900s, there were no movies, and there was no radio to listen to (and obviously 
none of our more contemporary media). Then, suddenly, just after World War I, peo-
ple began going to the movies regularly, and a decade later, during the 1920s, radio had 
become an almost universal household medium.

By the 1930s, the United States was becoming a “media society,” in which mass com-
munications began to play a central role in both the economy and in people’s everyday 
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lives. Indeed, that transition had clearly begun. The print media had long been widely 
established. During that decade, there were more than 2,500 daily newspapers published 
in the United States. Dozens of slick general-circulation magazines reached millions of 
subscribers on a regular basis. However, it was during the 1930s that the movies became 
immensely popular with people of all ages. More than twice as many films were produced 
and shown to large and enthusiastic audiences in pay-at-the-box-office theaters than is the 
case today. During that same decade, hundreds of radio stations went on air around the 
country and were linked in nationwide networks. Millions listened avidly to the entertain-
ment that they provided on a daily basis.

As noted, before World War II (which began for the United States in 1941), relatively 
little empirical research had been conducted to learn about the effects of mass communi-
cations on media audiences. As explained previously, there were a few noteworthy efforts, 
such as the famous Payne Fund Studies of the influences of movies on children.1 There was 
also a widely read study of how several million Americans panicked when they heard a 
radio program called War of the Worlds on October 30, 1938.2 By this time, however, radio 
was coming under increasing scrutiny. Many were wondering what its influences were on 
its audiences. It was from research on radio’s audiences that the basic ideas for the uses and 
gratifications theory were developed.

The Office of Radio Research and the Soap Opera Studies

Specifically, it was from the findings of several large-scale research projects designed to 
study the influences of radio daytime serials—the soap operas—that the gratifications the-
ory would come. These radio programs got their colorful name because they were used as 
advertising vehicles by manufacturers of common household products, such as laundry 
soap. Even before World War II, these serial dramas were heard daily in all parts of the 
country, thriving on national network radio. By 1942, there were more than twenty of these 
daytime programs on the air. The radio versions were basically the same in their format 
as those later broadcast on daytime television. They were plays in which the characters 
depicted had romantic relationships but also suffered numerous stressful situations with 
which they tried to cope.

By the early 1940s, the soap operas drew huge national audiences, mainly housewives 
who listened faithfully every day. At that time, women were more available to listen 
because a much smaller proportion of adult women were employed full-time outside the 
home than is the case now. The daily soap operas offered the housewives of the time a satis-
fying diversion—stories that they could listen to as they went about their domestic chores. 
As a consequence, nearly half of the adult women in the United States listened regularly to 
one or more of these stories every day.

The sheer size of these audiences astonished pioneer communication researchers. 
Nothing like them had been encountered before. The audience for a single episode of a 
soap opera on a single day sometimes exceeded the number of people who had ever seen a 
live performance of a Shakespeare play since they were first produced in the Globe Theatre 
in the early 1600s. The communication researchers studying the radio serials felt that they 
must surely be having significant influences on the millions of women (and others) who 
listened to them.

To study this remarkable new media content, as well as others, a special institute 
was established in 1937 at Columbia University with funds granted by the Rockefeller 
Foundation. The new Office of Radio Research, as it was called, was founded and directed 
by sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld. Its mandate was to study the influence of radio on people’s 
lives. The studies undertaken by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues focused on a variety of such 
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influences. These included not only what programs people listened to on their radios, such 
as soap operas, but also on the role of the medium in the society at large. For example, 
studies were conducted to assess radio’s role in election campaigns, in which the use of the 
medium was becoming increasingly important.

By the early 1940s, the Office of Radio research had undertaken four separate studies of 
the daytime serials. These investigations were designed to compare women who listened reg-
ularly to soap operas, to other women with similar characteristics but who did not listen. The 
purpose was to see if regular listening to the soap operas made any difference in the women’s 
lives. These were truly large-scale studies. One was a nationwide investigation that consisted 
of interviews with 4,991 farm women. A second consisted of a cross section of 5,325 rural and 
urban women in the state of Iowa. A third studied a randomly selected panel of 1,500 women 
who were interviewed in Erie County, Ohio. Finally, the fourth was an investigation that had 
been undertaken by the radio network CBS. Its results were made available to the Office of 
Radio research.3 It was based on interviews with hundreds of women in three American cit-
ies (Syracuse, New York; Memphis, Tennessee; and Minneapolis, Minnesota). Even today, 
these investigations would be considered massive. Samples of 5,000 give very precise results. 
Modern sampling theory has shown that accurate results can be obtained in nationwide 
surveys with as few as 1,500 respondents, if they are properly selected.

One of the problems Lazarsfeld and his colleagues faced at the time was that many 
scholars in more traditional academic disciplines looked down upon the whole idea of 
studying soap operas. It just wasn’t done. Scholarly research was supposed to focus on 
serious issues and topics. Scholars who studied culture were expected to study elite forms—
classical music, ballet, the theater, opera, or modern dance. Conducting research on why 
people listened to soap operas, or attended to any other form of popular culture, seemed 
intellectually thin and even trivial to many academics at the time.

Lazarsfeld and his colleagues felt differently. The researchers realized that a new kind 
of society was developing—what we now call the “media society”—in which mass commu-
nications transmitting popular culture to huge audiences were becoming a central feature 
of social life. It was important, they decided, to investigate radio thoroughly—the newest 
of the mass media—to see what influences it was having. They wanted to learn why the 
members of those audiences picked certain kinds of programs and what kinds of satisfac-
tions they derived from the experience of listening. They also wanted to find out if that 
experience influenced their behavior in any way.

Characteristics of Soap Opera Listeners

In 1942, the basic findings from the four studies noted above were brought together in a 
summary report by psychologist Herta Herzog, one of Lazarsfeld’s associates.4 From that 
report, one thing was very clear. Judging from the samples studied, the soap operas on the 
radio did indeed have truly massive audiences. Some 48% of the nation’s housewives listened 
to one or more episodes every single day. An additional 5% listened some of the time. 
The remaining 47% did not listen. This made possible direct comparisons between women 
who were regular listeners and similar women who were non-listeners. These comparisons 
showed a number of differences between the two categories.

It is important to note that the intellectual framework for the comparisons of listeners 
and non-listeners in this pioneering study was drawn from psychology. Not surprisingly, 
then, the research focused on personality factors for the most part—including individual 
differences in interests, levels of self-assurance, anxieties, need satisfaction, and so forth. 
This early focus on psychological factors was to have a strong influence on the nature of 
the emerging theory.
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Enthusiasm and Active Selection

One fact that struck the researchers immediately was the enthusiasm of the soap opera 
audience for specific radio stories. They found that the women whom they interviewed 
were not passive listeners. That is, they did not just listen to any program that happened to 
be broadcast at a particular time. Each had favorite stories that they specifically sought 
out and eagerly attended to for enjoyment. This led the researchers to the conclusion that 
the audience was deliberately selective in picking content that interested them. The concept 
of a passive audience simply had to be abandoned. Indeed, for some women, listening 
daily to their favorite serial was a central part of their lives.

Herzog illustrated how important such a radio play could be to a dedicated listener 
with an account of a young woman named Toni Jo Henry. This young woman had been 
convicted of murder and was on death row awaiting her execution. For Toni Jo, listening 
to the daily episode of her favorite daytime serial on the radio in her cell was the only joy 
she had in her dismal circumstances. To her dismay, however, she learned that her favorite 
soap opera was to be discontinued during the summer (a common programming practice 
at the time) and would not start again until September. But, also to her dismay, that would 
be after her execution! The producers of the play were informed of her distress, and they 
had a summary prepared of the episodes that would be broadcast during the entire next 
season. It was sent to Toni Jo. Whether this helped her to meet her Maker in a happier 
frame of mind is not known.

Personality Characteristics

Because they approached their studies as psychologists, the researchers (logically enough) 
tried to determine if soap opera listeners had a particular profile of individual personality 
characteristics. This was a difficult task because the survey interviews were rather brief 
and they focused on a number of other issues. Furthermore, procedures for assessing per-
sonality factors during brief interviews were not well developed at the time (or even today). 
Not surprisingly, from these observations, only minor differences were reported. The 
non-listeners were said to be somewhat more self-assured than the listeners. The listeners 
reported that they worried somewhat more than did the non-listeners. Overall, however, 
not much was revealed by these comparisons, and the personality characteristics of the 
two categories seemed rather similar.

Income and Education

Regular listening to the daytime serials was clearly related to the educational attainment 
of the women studied, as well as to their family income level. Among those at every income 
level, education was an important factor. Those with only a grade school education lis-
tened most and college-educated women the least. Those who had graduated from high 
school were in the middle. This link between income and education was found in both 
rural women in Iowa and in the nationwide survey. The most avid listeners, then, were the 
least educated women with the lowest incomes.

Interest in Public Affairs

It must be kept in mind that, before television arrived, radio was a major source of news 
for most people. Knowledge about elections, foreign affairs, and other public issues was 
presented regularly by network news organizations. An important question, therefore, 
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was whether serial listeners, who attended to radio daily, would be better informed about 
public affairs than non-listeners. An alternative hypothesis was that attending to the soap 
operas would draw attention away from news and public affairs programming. The data 
from the three studies that probed this issue indicated that serial listeners had less interest 
in the news than non–serial listeners, although the differences were not major.

Overall, then, the researchers found some individual differences between those who lis-
tened regularly, or at least somewhat regularly, to the daytime serials and those who did 
not. Listeners tended to have more worries but less self-assurance. Listeners were lower in 
income, educational attainment, and interest in public affairs than were non-listeners. Yet 
the differences were rather minor, and it was not possible to attribute any truly powerful 
effects on their audiences related to listening to the daytime radio serials.

Major Conclusions: Seeking Gratifications by Listening

Central to the questions probed in the studies of the audience for the soap operas was what 
satisfactions the women obtained from listening. This turned out to be an important issue. 
Herzog used the psychological term “gratifications” in discussing this factor. She tried to 
determine if listening to the stories provided some sort of fulfillment of basic needs. For 
example, one of her hypotheses was derived from the idea that human beings have a basic 
need to associate with others—that is, to have meaningful social relationships. The ques-
tion she studied was whether listening to the daytime serials served as a kind of substitute 
for being with other people, fulfilling that need while leading to less actual participation 
in groups.

To answer this question, she compared listeners and non-listeners in terms of whether 
they attended church (a social activity) regularly. She also asked the two groups about 
participating in other kinds of social gatherings. She found that listeners and non-listeners 
did not differ significantly on this factor of social participation. Whatever gratifications 
the listeners were getting out of the radio plays, then, they were not a substitute for the 
satisfactions of actual social participation.

Emotional Release

What Herzog found regarding this psychological factor was somewhat unexpected. She 
found clear evidence that the listeners were using the experience to obtain emotional release 
by attending to the soap operas. That is, it was rewarding to listen to the troubles of other 
people portrayed in the plays. It made the listeners feel better by sympathizing with the 
actors who faced difficulties. Thus, when a character in one of the plays was ill, listen-
ers felt a great deal of concern. When a baby was expected, listeners were excited by the 
prospect. When listeners vicariously enjoyed a portrayed incident, or cried over the prob-
lems confronting a favorite character, it released their own internal emotions and, in many 
cases, compensated for the bleakness or troubles that might be present in their own lives.

Wishful Thinking

Listening to the daily episodes provided more than emotional release for their audiences. 
Another form of gratification was wishful thinking. Listeners got vicarious satisfaction 
when their favorite characters had experiences that they themselves had no opportunity 
to enjoy. A housewife struggling with misbehaving kids and a dull husband enjoyed imag-
ining herself as an attractive, young, single woman having a romantic love affair with a 
handsome young man—like one of the characters in her favorite serial. While listening 
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to an episode, she could pretend that it was she, with a svelte figure, dressed in expensive 
clothing and going to an elegant party in glamorous surroundings. By wishful thinking, 
she could drive a fancy car, eat in an expensive restaurant, or even fly to an exotic destina-
tion with her lover in one of the new passenger airplanes.

Getting Advice

Still, a third kind of reward listeners obtained from the stories was understanding how 
they could handle problems in their own lives by hearing how the characters in the plays 
dealt with theirs. Typical of what listeners gained was how to deal with a straying husband 
or how to relate to a sickly parent. After hearing how a favorite character handled such 
a problem in one of the serials, the listener would often adopt the same strategy. Getting 
along with a domineering mother-in-law or dealing with difficult children were other areas 
for which the plots and actors were regarded as providing advice.

Sometimes the advice obtained did not seem to the researchers to be particularly realis-
tic. For example, one woman explained that she was happy that she had learned from her 
favorite daytime serial what to do if she should unexpectedly come into a great wealth. 
The likelihood of this happening to the poorly educated, low-income, Iowa farm woman 
was remote, but nevertheless, she felt good that she now knew what to do if it should 
happen.

Perhaps the most important conclusion yielded by the soap opera studies was that audi-
ences for the daytime serials were very clearly active. The women who were studied had 
deliberately sought out exactly the stories that they wanted to follow. They tuned in faith-
fully every day to be sure that they kept up with the plots and followed the events portrayed 
by their favorite characters. This was very different from the idea of a passive audience 
accepting and responding to whatever the media happened to present.

In retrospect, the most important conclusion reached by the researchers was that the 
experience of listening to the plays provided their audiences with very clear psychologi-
cal gratifications. The psychologists concluded that listening was “need-fulfilling.” The 
women obtained emotional satisfactions by suffering vicariously through the problems 
depicted in the dramas and by sympathizing with the experiences portrayed by the actors. 
They lived richer lives in their own imaginations by pretending that they were living out 
many of the activities that they heard described in the episodes. Terms such as “escape,” 
“diversion,” and “fantasy” speak to the same idea and they were used in later discussions 
of gratifications obtained from the media.

The Uses and Gratifications “Perspective”

It was the findings from the daytime serial studies that led researchers to adopt what was 
called a uses and gratifications perspective in their studies of the relationship between mass 
communication content and those who attended to it. The term “perspective” was useful 
because a formal theory had not yet been proposed. Indeed, progress was slow in refining 
the ideas uncovered in the original research. A few studies were conducted during the last 
half of the 1940s on such issues as the satisfactions that children obtained from reading 
comics and the gratifications provided by the daily newspaper.5 These added little that 
was new, but they were important because they expanded the gratifications perspective 
beyond radio and soap operas to include satisfactions obtained from other media. Thus, 
the “perspective” was seen as very general and not confined to a single medium or a spe-
cific kind of content. This was an important step in the development of the theory that 
eventually emerged.
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What Children Obtain from Television

During the early 1950s, only a few investigations were conducted within this new per-
spective. However, the pace picked up toward the end of the decade—particularly during 
the time that the American public was more fully adopting television. With the begin-
ning of the 1960s, large-scale research began on the ways in which children (in particular) 
were using television and how it was having an influence on their lives. In 1961, Wilbur 
Schramm, a noted media researcher, along with his associates, published a book summa-
rizing the results of eleven large-scale studies on children and TV.6 Their results provided 
strong evidence that this particular audience was active, rather than passive, in terms of 
their uses of the new medium. Their theoretical perspective was clearly focused on uses as 
well as gratifications. Their work seemed to make it clear that television was not a “cause” 
that produced “effects” on passive viewers, which was a major assumption of the magic 
bullet theory. In trying to understand the relationship between children and television, 
Schramm and his associates maintained that the term “effects” was misleading:

… it suggests that television does something to children. The connotation is that 
television is the actor; the children are acted upon. Children are thus made to seem 
relatively inert; television relatively active. Children are sitting victims; television 
bites them.7

Basically, they maintained, the older assumption of a passive audience was just wrong. 
Children selected and watched television programming in order to satisfy three needs. 
These needs were not arcane functions of the unconscious or some other obscure psycho-
logical motivation. They were simple requirements found in ordinary daily life. They were 
needs for entertainment, for information, and for social utility.

Entertainment

All human beings enjoy entertainment. Like adults, children enjoy seeing the exciting 
adventures of people on television. Schramm and his associates did recognize that being 
entertained was, in a sense, a passive experience, but selecting from the programs offered to 
obtain the experience was clearly goal-oriented and active. Once the content was selected, 
children “used” television to relieve boredom and escape from real-life problems. It was 
in that sense that the term “uses” was included in the original title of the perspective. On 
closer look, however, the term “seeking gratification” implies much the same thing.

Information

The researchers concluded that children clearly learned from television. This potentially 
could be deliberate, but it was more likely to be incidental. (This major concept was dis-
cussed in Chapter 5.) That is, lessons were learned unwittingly while being entertained. 
For example, both boys and girls gained an understanding from TV that it was appropriate 
to tip a waitress or a cab driver, even though they had never personally done so. By watch-
ing sports, children learned how to swing a bat, throw a football, or to play the role of a 
pitcher in a baseball game, even if they had never participated in such sports.

Social Utility

Watching television with friends had other benefits. It was convenient and inexpensive. In 
particular, it furnished a reason for children to get together. At school, or among peers, 
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discussing television programs provided a universe of discourse—something to talk about 
among friends and to show that one was “with it.”

Overall, the findings and discussions provided by this widely read research report seemed 
to confirm the validity of the emerging perspective. It did not result in a clear-cut state-
ment of a theory as a set of propositions expressing assumptions and predictions, but it very 
clearly helped to focus attention away from the older assumptions of the magic bullet theory.

A “Research Tradition” Develops

By the early 1970s, a large number of studies had been conducted within the perspective. 
Indeed, many dozens had been reported, and they addressed a great variety of needs and sat-
isfactions obtained from many kinds of media content. A strong emphasis continued on how 
children and others were influenced by television. By this time, a number of versions of the 
perspective had been proposed by various scholars and researchers.8 As a result, with more 
and more studies offering additional evidence, a new descriptive phrase came into use. What 
had been a “perspective” came to be called the “uses and gratifications research tradition.”9

Enough studies of the gratifications derived from exposure to media content were 
published by the mid-1970s, in both the United States and in other countries, to merit 
a book devoted solely to the developing perspective. Two distinguished researchers, Jay 
Blumler and Elihu Katz, edited a volume titled The Uses of Mass Communication: Current 
Perspectives on Gratifications Research.10 The book brought together 15 essays and research 
reports prepared by 23 social scientists and other scholars who were working within the 
emerging tradition. It cited more than 120 research reports based on the uses and gratifi-
cations approach. Within this volume, Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch set forth in an essay 
a uses and gratifications “model,” noting that no formal theory in the sense of systematic 
propositions stating assumptions and predictions had yet been developed:

The common tendency to attach the label ‘uses and gratifications approach’ to work 
in this field appears to virtually disclaim any theoretical pretensions…. Nevertheless, 
this effort does rest on a body of assumptions, explicit or implicit, that have some 
degree of internal coherence …11

The authors went on to draw together from several sources a set of five assumptions that 
they felt provided guidelines for conducting uses and gratifications research. In much- 
simplified form, these were as follows: (1) The audience is active. (2) The audience member 
links his or her need gratifications to (media content). (3) The media compete with other 
sources of need satisfaction. (4) People are aware of their needs and can indicate them to 
media researchers. (5) Judgments about the value of what people attend to (such as popu-
lar culture) should not be a part of research on uses and gratifications.12

These assumptions were not intended to provide a formal theory. As Katz and his asso-
ciates put it, they were intended to “explain something of the way in which individuals 
use communications, among other resources in their environment, to satisfy their needs 
and achieve their goals.” Thus, they did provide a broad set of ideas that helped focus the 
emerging perspective.

Developing a Formal Theory

In 1985, a second edited volume devoted solely to scholarly discussions and research reports 
on the types of uses and gratifications obtained from media content was published by Karl 
Rosengren and his associates. Titled Media Gratifications Research: Current Perspectives, 
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it brought together the work of more than 20 authors who interpreted additional research 
on the emerging theory (as opposed to a “perspective,” “approach,” or “tradition”).13 The 
book cited more than four hundred articles, books, and other source materials relevant to 
uses and gratifications. A majority of these had been published after the earlier work by 
Blumler and Katz.

Identifying Basic Assumptions

Recognizing that there was a considerable lack of consensus as to the exact nature of the 
developing theory, the authors justified this vagueness as a natural outcome of the ways 
in which knowledge is developed in the social sciences. It is a plodding process, they note, 
that does not develop logically in a simple linear manner:

While enjoying popularity, media gratifications research has developed much like any-
thing else in social science—slowly, and tending to plod along a relatively uncharted 
course. One of its redeeming features no doubt has been its longevity, much of which 
might be attributable to the flexibility of the approach and the reluctance of its prac-
titioners to be fenced in, either through premature modeling or through external 
criticism.14

To assist in clarifying the nature of the emerging theory, Rosengren, Wenner, and 
Palmgreen reviewed the large research literature that had accumulated and sorted out what 
they considered the most important assumptions that characterized the investigations of 
how people were achieving gratifications by selecting and attending to media content:

(1) the audience is active, thus (2) much media use can be conceived as goal directed, 
and (3) competing with other sources of need satisfaction, so that when (4) substantial 
audience initiative links needs to media choice, (5) media consumption can fulfill a 
wide range of gratifications, although (6) media content alone cannot be used to pre-
dict patterns of gratifications accurately because (7) media characteristics structure 
the degree to which needs may be gratified at different times, and, further, because 
(8) gratifications obtained can have their origins in media content, exposure in and of 
itself, and/or the social situation in which exposure takes place.15

Obviously, this is a rather complex statement. However, looking closely, the central ideas 
are (1) an active audience that is (2) goal directed—that is, its members seek, select, and 
attend to media content that (3) provides some sort of satisfaction for needs or that provides 
some other type of gratification.

What Content, Needs, and Gratifications, and for Whom?

It was soon realized that the emerging theory left many questions unanswered. For exam-
ple, if exposure to mass communication content is assumed to provide need gratification, 
answers are required as to “what content,” “what needs,” “what gratifications,” and “for 
whom.” Does each category in the audience—teenagers, college students, professional 
men and women, the rich, the poorly educated, and so on—have the same or a different list 
of needs? There are also many kinds of media content—including instructional materials, 
news of public affairs, popular culture for light entertainment, to mention only a few.

As answers were sought for these questions, the developing theory began to get increas-
ingly complicated. Seeking direction, media researchers turned to basic social science 
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to gain insight into the relationship among the basic concepts of needs, motivation, and 
conduct.

A major influence on thinking about human needs was the seminal work by psycholo-
gist Abraham Maslow.16 During the 1950s, just as the theory of uses and gratifications was 
developing, he described a “hierarchy of needs” said to characterize all human beings. At 
the lowest level, he maintained, are the basic needs for food and water. Others are more 
complex, such as the need for “security.” Higher in the scale are socially acquired needs 
for “belongingness and love” and the need for “self-esteem.” At the highest level is the need 
for “self-actualization.”

Maslow’s theories of universal needs emphasized their role in motivating human behavior. 
This touched off a great interest in associating various kinds of human conduct—including 
attending to mass communications—with underlying needs for different types of experiences 
that provided fulfillment and gratification. Communication scholars began to use these ideas 
to try to understand why people were active in preferring, selecting, and attending to specific 
kinds of mass communication content. Researchers studied many kinds of people in the hope 
that they could identify just the right list of both basic and acquired needs that led people 
actively to select and attend to media content in order to gain satisfactions. Some were named 
by the investigators. Others were needs that people themselves identified when asked by the 
researchers. The needs that were identified in these ways were described in such terms as 
“fantasy,” “diversion,” “excitement,” “relaxation,” “surveillance,” “the basis for conversation,” 
“tension-reduction,” “filling time,” “escape from problems,” and dozens more.

A major problem was that investigators came up with different lists, and little agree-
ment was achieved on which ones were truly central, important, or realistic. In the end, 
the search for needs that were being gratified and that were common to all audiences was 
not successful. On one hand, it did seem clear that people were selecting and using media 
content to obtain some sort of satisfactions, but it was difficult to pin down exactly what 
needs were being gratified in the process.

 Why do individuals deliberately seek out some kinds of media content and completely ignore 
others? Uses and gratifications theory focuses on the psychological factors—interests, needs, 
attitudes, and values that shape motivations that inf luence media selections.
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In an effort to make better sense out of the various lists of needs, Elihu Katz, Michael 
Gurevitch, and Hadassah Haas classified them into five meaningful categories:17

1 Cognitive needs: Needs related to information, knowledge, and understanding.
2 Affective needs: Needs related to strengthening emotional and pleasurable experiences.
3 Personal integrative needs: Needs related to strengthening credibility, confidence, sta-

bility, and status that combine cognitive and affective elements.
4 Social integrative needs: Needs related to strengthening contact with family, friends, 

and others.
5 Tension-release needs: Needs related to escape or diversion.

Alternatives to Need Gratification

All theories must be considered against alternative explanations for the same facts for 
which the theory tries to account. Psychologist William McGuire provided an interesting 
alternative answer as to why people attend in such large numbers to the content of the 
media. He paraphrased Henry David Thoreau, who noted that “the mass of men lead 
lives of quiet desperation.”18 McGuire suggested that most people in modern societies lead 
dull and boring lives. They may turn to the trivialities of media content, not to fulfill deep-
seated needs, but as an alternative to their otherwise dreary circumstances.

Perhaps the satisfactions that mass communication can offer to the person, pitiful though 
they may be, are better than the alternatives offered in the real life of quiet desperation 
that which many members of the public endure. The large proportion of their time that 
people choose to devote to media consumption is evidence that however illusory the grat-
ification offered, it may exceed … the satisfactions available in their actual world.19

Thus, an alternative to complex assumptions about deep-seated needs that explain 
massive media attention is the simpler explanation that people select the experiences that 
attending to mass communications offer because they provide a painless way to pass the 
time that is better than the boring alternatives that they have available. It does fit with the 
time-honored principle of parsimony, which has long been favored by scientists. That prin-
ciple states that if two explanations for a particular phenomenon are available, it is wisest 
to choose the simplest. By this standard, McGuire’s explanation of selecting media content 
in order to experience something more interesting than boring alternatives makes sense.

Another alternative to explaining media attention by referring to need gratifications is 
that obtaining such satisfactions constitute only one of the many “uses” of media content. 
In fact, it is important to note that the uses and gratifications theory is in many ways 
only marginally concerned with “uses.” The focus is clearly concentrated on the gratifica-
tions—that is, fulfillment or satisfaction of needs—presumed to be obtained from exposure 
to content. In many ways, the approach could have more appropriately been labeled “uses 
for gratifications” rather than “uses and gratifications.”

To explain more fully, many people “use” factual information that they obtain from 
the media for solving problems associated with routine matters in daily living. For this 
behavior, explanations based on need gratification seem less appropriate. More specif-
ically, media content provides people with useful information that can be efficient and 
helpful in dealing with a host of commonplace problems and difficulties. For example, 
checking a media source to determine what time the movie will start hardly seems to pro-
vide for deep-seated need fulfillment. The same can be said about consulting the weather 
channel to see if it will snow and make stressful the morning commute. Thus, all selections 
of media content may not require a complex theory of need gratification.
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The most important new idea in the uses and gratifications theory was that people in 
audiences were active in exposure to the media. It was clear that audiences were goal ori-
ented, exercising a great deal of personal choice in picking what media content to which 
they wanted to attend. Less clear was the answer to why they chose particular types of 
media content. Because of the psychological focus of the early investigations, answers 
were sought within a structure of individual personality characteristics of members of the 
audience. This led to a focus on human needs. This seemed logical because such needs 
are often thought to serve as motivators, explaining why people engage in many kinds 
of behavior—including attending to mass communications. Thus, individual needs and 
their satisfaction or gratification moved to center stage in the development of the emerging 
theory. Today, the basic ideas of the uses and gratifications theory can be expressed in a 
list of assumptions that, if regarded as true, lead to a logical prediction. Stated as a set of 
interrelated propositions, the theory can be summarized as follows.

The Uses and Gratifications Theory: A Summary

1 Audience members do not wait passively to attend to whatever forms of content and 
programming that the media happen to transmit.

2 Consumers of mass communications have a structure of motivating needs that they 
seek to gratify through various kinds of experiences.

3 Those needs have been shaped by the individual’s inherited nature, as well as by his 
or her personal learning experiences, within a web of social relationships and social 
category memberships.

4 Their structure of needs leads audience members actively to seek specific forms of 
media content that can provide diversion, entertainment, respite, or other kinds of 
need satisfactions.

5 Therefore, members of the audience actively select, and then attend to, specific forms 
of media content that provide gratifications that fulfill their needs.

Today it is recognized that explanations in terms of needs and their gratifications focus 
mainly on the individual person. It attempts to explain complex behavior almost solely on 
the basis of motivations, needs, and gratifications that take place within the psychological 
functioning of the individual.

Many criticisms, evaluations, and reviews of the uses and gratifications theory have 
been published over the years. Recently, for example, Ruggiero assessed its current state 
as we began the decades of the twenty-first century.20 He summarized the main issues 
addressed in 196 scholarly publications that had appeared over more than half a century. 
He concluded that it remains a conceptualization that will continue to provide explana-
tions for media-related behavior and directions for research in the future. In particular, he 
maintains that it is important in understanding use of the Internet and other new technol-
ogies as they continue to take their place among the American media mix—just as it was 
for newspapers, magazines, radio, movies, and television. At the same time, he recognized 
that the concepts used in the formulation, as it has been portrayed in the past, have often 
been vague and methodologically naive.

Social Media Uses and Gratifications

Social media use continues to grow and has become pervasive in American society and 
around the world. Today, more than 70% of Americans use some type of social media.21 
For young adults, social media use is even more common. Popular social media platforms, 
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including Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok, Pinterest, Snapchat, and oth-
ers, allow users to connect and interact with each other, often by posting, sharing, or pro-
ducing information or content.

But what are the psychological or other needs that drive social media use? What gratifica-
tions or satisfactions are users seeking to obtain? Are these different from traditional media?

Research indicates that social media use is driven by the categories of needs described 
earlier (cognitive, affective, personal integrative, social integrative, and tension release). 
Unsurprisingly, social needs are the largest force propelling individuals to use social 
media.22 Users socialize with others, and say they have contact with more people than they 
would otherwise. Social media allow users to keep in touch with family and friends, inter-
act with people they don’t regularly see, and meet new and different types of people. In 
addition to social interaction, a recent study shows a number of needs driving social media 
use, including the following:

• Information-seeking: Respondents use social media to find information about sales, 
products, events, parties, and for self-education, instruction, and to learn new things.

• Pass time: Many use social media when they have idle time or when they are bored and 
want something to do, or to pass the time at work or school (“I use social media during 
class to pass the time,” “I use social media when class is boring”).

• Entertainment: Some of the entertainment activities reported include playing games, 
listening to music, and watching videos. Other activities include humor or comic 
relief (“reading comments and stuff makes me laugh,” and “watching the crazies on 
Facebook”).

• Relaxation: Respondents indicated that social media use helps them to relax and take 
their mind off things, and to escape the stresses of the real world (“Facebook does not 
take any thought,” “it is an escape from reality”).

• Expression of opinions: Respondents said they like to make comments, to express their 
thoughts and opinions. Some discussed how they like to express their opinions anony-
mously and to criticize others, and how they enjoy “venting” on social media.

• Communicatory utility: Many use social media to give them things to talk about with 
others, or to gossip about others.

• Convenience utility: Many use social media because it is convenient, readily available, 
with no time restraints, as well as the ability to communicate with many people at the 
same time.

• Information sharing: Users report that they use social media in order to share infor-
mation about themselves with others. The interactive nature of social media allows 
users to communicate and share information in a two-way dialogue. People can post 
updates and share photos, or share information to market themselves.

• Surveillance/knowledge about others: Many respond that they like to watch people or 
things and watch what others are doing on social media. They report many different 
ways that they use social media to watch others, saying they “are nosey,” they “spy on 
people,” they “spy on their kids,” and “look at stuff about others without them know-
ing about it.” Many indicate that they just want to keep up with others.23

Clearly, some of these uses and needs apply also to traditional media, such as passing 
time, relaxation, entertainment, and information seeking. But others appear unique to 
social media, including expression of opinion, the sharing of personal information about 
oneself, and surveillance of others.

Current research also explores the reasons why social media users share misinforma-
tion, an especially important topic of concern. For example, why is it that even regular 
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users with no malicious intent forward misinformation to their networks? What do they 
get from doing that? One study indicates that some do this because they know it will drive 
conversations, and because the information, no matter how improbable, is interesting.24 
Furthermore, the user who is sharing the interesting, “catchy” false information and who 
sparks the conversation, gets to be part of the spotlight, too.

Another important topic of concern is investigating the ways that global health emer-
gencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, change how and what people are willing to 
disclose about themselves online. As social distancing and lockdown orders were put in 
place, individuals increasingly turned to social media for support, information, entertain-
ment, and connection to others. Conversations about going out and eating in restaurants, 
once a common topic, were met with vitriol and were often condemned. At the same time, 
discussing one’s personal health, previously a more private conversation, became more 
common on social media.25

The bottom line is that the uses and gratifications theory is still relevant today, and under 
study and revision. Researchers continue to explore and understand the needs that people 
have and how various forms of media content provide for their gratification. There probably 
will never be a single list of needs—trivial or profound—that every human being seeks to 
gratify with media content. Locating an inventory of universal needs that are always satis-
fied by a list of corresponding universal gratifications is probably as difficult as finding the 
proverbial Holy Grail. Yet, for all of its limitations, the uses and gratifications theory does 
help in understanding the selections that people actively make from the media—particularly 
if other factors are taken into account. Overall, and at least in part, the theory has moved 
forward our understanding of why people turn to the mass media in such large numbers.

Questions for Discussion

1 Which television programs do you regularly watch? What kinds of movies appeal to 
you the most? Which news articles are of most interest to you? Why? Think about and 
discuss the psychological needs that may form the appeal of this content for you. What 
satisfactions do you obtain from this media content?

2 Researchers are exploring the application of the uses and gratifications theory to 
social media and other topics. For example, researchers are exploring the reasons 
why users pass misinformation to their networks on social media. What psychological 
needs explain this behavior? What satisfactions are expected or received by doing this? 
Which other topics of interest could be explored by this theory?
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16 Modeling Behavior and Social 
Cognitive Theory

Social learning theory is a general formulation that seeks to explain how people acquire 
new forms of behavior by observing other people performing them. Life would be very 
difficult and hazardous if we could learn only by our own direct actions—for example, if 
the only way each person could learn the dangers of inserting a metal knife or fork into 
an electrical socket was by personally performing this behavior. As psychologist Albert 
Bandura discussed:

Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling: from 
observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later 
occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action. Because people can 
learn from example what to do, at least in approximate form, before performing any 
behavior, they are spared needless errors.1

Modeling theory is regarded as a special case of social learning theory, which empha-
sizes the importance of observation and learning that takes place through depictions and 
characters portrayed in the media. Social cognitive theory, a broader extension of social 
learning theory, adds that other factors such as the environment in which one is raised, 
and the individual person, also influence behavior. In other words, we learn by observing 
others in real life or symbolically through the media, but this takes place in a context of 
social interactions and experiences that must also be considered.

The two social sciences, sociology and psychology, are based on quite different para-
digms—broad conceptualizations that guide strategies of investigation in their attempts to 
explain human conduct. We noted earlier that sociology focuses on relationships between 
people and the ways in which groups organize rules and expectations for their members’ 
activities. Several types of social expectations become the focus in the field’s search for 
clues as to how individuals shape their behavior. The other—psychology—looks within 
the person, focusing largely on products of learning, or sometimes genetics, to understand 
human actions. In review, then, psychologists develop theories that explain human behav-
ior as shaped by what people have “in their heads.” Their concepts include such factors 
as needs, attitudes, beliefs, gratifications, opinions, values, learned habits, and emotions.

The psychological paradigm provides the basis for what is called modeling theory. 
While the idea that people often imitate what they see others doing is an old one, as media 
research advanced, the term was applied to situations in which mass-communicated depic-
tions, and especially visual representations, such as in movies and in television programs, 
show people performing a great variety of actions. Often these are “emulated,” “imitated,” 
or “adopted” by individual members of the audiences. These can be ways of relating to 
members of the opposite sex, modes of speaking, wearing various items of clothing, using 
distinctive hairstyles, or almost any other form of personal behavior.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003083467-21
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The basic idea is that, when a member of the audience sees such an activity displayed, 
under a certain set of conditions, he or she may acquire, adopt, or emulate the depicted 
behavior. In this sense, the display in the media serves as a “model” for the member of 
the audience, and that person may “model” (that is, adopt) what he or she has seen. Thus, 
the term “model” is used in much the same way as in the fashion industry, where human 
models display various kinds of garments before audiences so as to encourage their adop-
tion—that is, purchase and use. In media studies, modeling theory pertains to human 
behavior that is on display, rather than an item of clothing, and the display may, or may 
not, be deliberately designed to influence anyone.

The idea that audiences imitate what they see in media entertainment was an important 
finding in the early (1930s) Payne Fund Studies of the movies, discussed in previous chap-
ters. Considerable attention was given to this type of influence on conduct from seeing the 
early films. At the time, Herbert Blumer asked more than a thousand youths to prepare 
written personal histories of their own experiences with movies and especially how the 
experience of seeing them had modified their behavior.2 These subjects were college and 
high school students, plus some office and factory workers. Each prepared a “motion pic-
ture autobiography,” indicating what films they had seen and what they may have adopted 
from them in the way of new patterns of behavior.

These were carefully analyzed. One of the main influences on females among these young 
people was the imitation of patterns for dress and beautification. Another, adopted by 
both males and females, was mannerisms—ways of walking, talking, gesturing, speaking, 
and so forth. Especially important, according to Blumer, were techniques of “love-mak-
ing,” which at the time (the late 1920s and early 1930s) essentially meant flirting, kissing, 
and other forms of inter-gender conduct that did not include intimate sexual relationships.

There is no suggestion that those who design the media content that provides the mod-
eled behavior always deliberately set out to influence their audiences in a particular way, 
and there is no implication that the adopting person always decides to imitate the model 
with planned and conscious intention. The display of modeled actions and their adoption 
can be a very subtle and unwitting process for both parties.

The broader explanation—the cognitive paradigm from which modeling theory in more 
modern terms was derived—is only one of many that have been developed to address the 
learning process. It is important in explaining the ways in which both animals and human 
beings acquire or adopt new patterns of behavior. Understanding that process is of obvi-
ous importance to a large number of professional groups, including teachers, parents, and 
many others.

The scientific study of learning began well over a century ago with the rote learning 
and memory experiments of Hermann Ebbinghaus.3 Important pioneers in the field were 
Edward Thorndike, who focused on learning among animals, B. F. Skinner, Edward 
Tolman, Edwin Guthrie, and Clark Hull, each of whom developed somewhat different 
types of learning theories.4 Today the study of learning, and ways to explain how it takes 
place, remains as perhaps the most central focus of psychology.

Social Learning Theory

It is not often that a new theoretical perspective emerges that is purported to be a gen-
eral explanation of why individuals adopt a broad range of new forms of human behav-
ior. However, that precisely was the case when psychologist Albert Bandura developed 
social learning theory during the 1960s. Bandura began to see a need for a different kind of 
explanation of how and why individuals acquire, adopt, and use (learn) certain patterns 
of overt behavior. Most of the learning theories from the past had emphasized a kind of 
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mechanistic process with direct and conscious experience as the central factor in the acqui-
sition of new forms of behavior.

That is, according to those earlier theories, the “organism” (person or animal) per-
forms a new activity—possibly just by chance—and that performance brings some sort 
of “reward.” That reward could be anything from relief from pain or hunger, or a more 
positive experience that brought some satisfying or pleasant condition. The theories main-
tained that, if performing an overt action in a particular situation consistently brought 
about some type of reward, then the probability that the activity would be repeated by 
the organism in similar circumstances is said to be increased—“reinforcing” the bond. 
If the organism then uses that action routinely in the same behavioral circumstances to 
gain the same type of satisfaction, a habit is said to have been established. That is, there 
is an increased probability that the action will be repeated. In this way, the reward that 
is usually a consequence of the action is said to provide reinforcement of the habit. These, 
then, were the central propositions and basic concepts of several learning theories over 
many decades.

A feature of the then-existing psychological explanations of behavior that troubled 
Bandura was the use of acquired motivational forces (within the person’s psyche) to 
explain why a person undertook to engage in particular activities seeking rewards. As 
explained in the previous chapter, these motivations were said to be various learned 
needs, drives, or impulses that, in some cases, were presumed to operate below the level 
of consciousness. The problem, said Bandura, is that such explanations are tautological 
(logically circular). The same observations are used to identify the inner motivational 
impulse or other psychological determinate driving the action that is used to explain its 
consequences.

For example, if we see Joe Suburban frequently mowing his lawn, we can explain that set 
of actions by postulating a “need” or “drive” to engage in the activity. Then, when asked 
to explain how that motivational concept can be defined, the answer is that we can observe 
Joe engaging in the action, and that pattern of behavior defines the concept. Thus, both 
the conduct and its cause are defined tautologically by the same observable phenomena 
(mowing).

Or, in another example, if we observe a person who regularly behaves in hostile ways 
toward members of a particular minority, we can derive from those observations the con-
clusion that he or she has learned and harbors a negative attitude toward that category of 
persons (presumably a motivational factor). At the same time, if we have to explain to a 
friend why that person behaves in that hostile manner, we may state that it is because of his 
or her negative attitude. Thus, we have once again gone around in a tautological circle—
using the same behavior to account for the acquisition of a motivational condition that we 
use to explain how it causes overt behavior. In questioning such explanations, Bandura 
put it in this way:

The inner determinants often were inferred from the behavior that they supposedly 
caused, resulting in description in the guise of explanation. A hostile impulse, for 
example, was derived from a person’s irascible behavior, which was then attributed to 
the action of an underlying hostile impulse.5

Bandura believed that a less tautological and mechanistic approach to learning was 
necessary and that the learned acquisition of inner motivational determinants was not an 
adequate way to explain the acquisition of patterns of conduct. His alternative answer was 
that learning takes place as a result of observing patterns of behavior acted out by other peo-
ple seen in a positive way—and understanding the consequences they have for those observed.
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Social learning theory, then, is an important key to understanding how people acquire 
new ways to respond to their environment. This type of learning takes place when an indi-
vidual observes some kind of action performed by someone else and comes to understand 
that the behavior either benefits or punishes that observed person. If the observer regards 
the actor in a positive way, then he or she may acquire that behavior pattern if it appears 
to have positive consequences for him or her. Or the person avoids it in the future if those 
consequences are seen as negative. These features of the process may take place at a less 
than conscious level.

Observers can view other individuals acting out patterns of action in many contexts. 
They can do so as children on the playground, viewing what their peers act out. They 
can observe what siblings or parents do—and with what consequences. Or they can see 
actions and their consequences portrayed in media content. After making such observa-
tions, they can choose to adopt—that is, imitate—the activities that they see as bringing 
rewards, or they can elect to avoid those behaviors if they understand that they have neg-
ative consequences.

Social Learning from Media Depictions and Real-Life Situations

While Blumer probed much the same issue in the Payne Fund Studies, the media had 
greatly expanded by Bandura’s time. Moreover, a theory was needed that included both 
learning from media and acquiring behavior patterns just by seeing other people actually 
perform them. He concluded that we learn many of our patterned actions by observing 
them directly in the overt behavior of others, as well as by seeing behavior portrayed in 
media. Particularly important as a source, then, are visual media—such as television or the 
movies, where depictions of people in action seem more realistic. Print media are less of a 
source. One can read descriptions of actions in a book or magazine, of course, or listen to 
someone describe or explain them in verbal terms on the radio or in a podcast, but these 
are not as rich in detail.

Specifically, then, modeling takes place when an actor carries out some activity that can 
be seen by an observer—either in real life or in a media portrayal. The obvious case is 
where a TV viewer or movie patron sees the action on a screen. The observer can not only 
see what is taking place but also assess the favorable or unfavorable consequences for the 
person performing the behavior in the depiction.

Modeling, in terms of learning behavior from media depictions, and in the sense dis-
cussed by Bandura, can be illustrated as it took place within a situation that was reported 
to the authors of this text by a next-door neighbor. The following is a description of what 
happened: The neighbor [whom we will call Mrs. Smith] was an older woman, retired, and 
who also was a conservative Christian. While she was not an outspoken critic of the use of 
alcohol, she had never tried any such beverages and knew little about them. Then, shortly 
after she and her husband had moved into the neighborhood, a small group of women who 
lived nearby called on her to get acquainted. She thought that was very nice and neigh-
borly. She enjoyed meeting the women. Before leaving her home, the new friends invited 
Mrs. Smith to accompany them the next day on a shopping expedition at a nearby mall. 
She was happy to accept.

On the afternoon of the event, Mrs. Smith and the others went to the mall and rum-
maged through a number of stores, and even bought a few things. Everyone seemed to 
be having a good time. Then, as the afternoon wore on, the leader of the group suggested 
that it was getting late. She also suggested that before they all went home, they should 
make a stop somewhere in the mall for “happy hour” and have some refreshments. The 
other women were enthusiastic. Mrs. Smith was willing but a bit apprehensive. She 
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knew little about cocktails or alcoholic beverages. She was not really sure what she 
should do there.

As it turned out, it was really not all that challenging. They all sat down in a booth. 
A waitperson came to take their orders—just like in a restaurant. Each of the women 
ordered a different kind of cocktail. One ordered a Manhattan, another a martini, and 
still a third a tequila sunrise. Then, it was Mrs. Smith’s turn. At first, she was at a loss. She 
did not want to reveal her ignorance of such matters to the other women. But, having no 
real knowledge of any of those drinks—and reluctant to appear unsophisticated—she felt 
very uneasy.

Then, suddenly, she remembered what she had seen on her favorite television program 
a few days earlier. Mrs. Smith recalled the female star of the show was an attractive young 
woman—a person whom Mrs. Smith thought it would be nice to be like. She remembered 
that the star and her boyfriend went to an establishment rather like the one she was in 
now to discuss their strained relationship. (The boyfriend wanted to dump her.) When the 
attendant in the TV program came to their table, the young woman said that she would 
have a “Brandy Alexander.” Mrs. Smith remembered the name of the drink quite vividly 
because her brother’s name was Alexander. With confidence, then, she simply said “I’ll 
have a Brandy Alexander.” As it turned out, it was a mild and pleasant-tasting concoc-
tion—a mixture of cream and brandy. She liked it. Later, each time the group met or went 
shopping—and stopped to have a drink—Mrs. Smith had no problem. She knew what to 
do. She just ordered a Brandy Alexander.

This simple encounter provides a clear example of modeling theory in action. In the 
example, the modeling process proceeds in stages. Some form of behavior is acted out by 
a person—in this case, a drink order was depicted in a television program. Another per-
son who faces, or will face, some sort of problem observes this activity conducted (that is, 
modeled) by an individual with whom he or she can “identify” (see as someone to be like). 
Then, because the depicted action appears to provide a solution to the observer’s problem, 
he or she emulates (that is, imitates) the model. If trying the modeled behavior indeed 
does provide a solution to the problem, that is, a reinforcing reward, the imitated action 
will probably be repeated later in similar situations. Thus, the action is likely to become a 
habit—a lasting part of the behavioral repertoire of the observer.

Obviously, modeling and emulation can take place in many contexts, from imitating 
an action seen in a real-life encounter to doing so for an action seen in a media portrayal, 
such as the soap opera scene just described. Modeling theory, then, as used to explain 
media influences, focuses on the adoption of some pattern of behavior as a consequence of 
encountering it portrayed (modeled) in a media presentation.

Modeling theory became one of the most popular focuses of research on media influ-
ences not long after the use of television became widely adopted in the United States. One 
reason why the theory came under special study was that it offered a possible explanation 
of how children learn to engage in aggressive acts by watching violence portrayed on tele-
vision. That topic became a national concern during the 1960s and 1970s.

The Troublesome Issue of Televised Violence

Two major social changes, and one particularly significant set of events, took place in the 
United States during the 1960s that are relevant to the development of modeling theory. 
One was the introduction of television as a mass medium and its rapid adoption by the 
majority of American families. The resulting pattern of adoption over time formed a typ-
ical s-shaped curve (as described in Chapter 18). That is, a trickle of television broadcasts 
to homes of innovators (who had purchased TV sets early on) began in a few cities in the 
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last years of the 1940s, shortly after the end of World War II. However, great numbers of 
additional adoptions took place during the 1950s, as many stations came on the air. By the 
late 1960s, the majority of all American homes had a TV set.

Two other changes also took place in the United States during that same period. One was 
an upsurge in rates of crime and delinquency. These rates rose sharply, especially among 
the young, creating a great deal of concern among the public. In addition, in several cities, 
instances of civil disorder—explosive urban violence—occurred. Scenes of this violence 
could be viewed on television news broadcasts almost every night. The entire nation was 
deeply disturbed by the rise in crime and delinquency and greatly alarmed by the urban 
upheavals.

As these changes in TV acquisition and urban upheavals took place at the same time, 
many people began to believe that there was a causal link between them. That is, at least 
some made the inference that the violent behavior portrayed in television entertainment 
programming—increasingly available in homes—was in some way a cause of the increas-
ing rates of crime and delinquency. The point is well illustrated by a letter that one citizen 
sent to The New York Times on December 12, 1963:

The shooting of President Kennedy was the normal method of dealing with an oppo-
nent as taught by countless television programs. This tragedy is one of the results of 
the corruption of peoples’ minds and hearts by the violence of commercial television. 
It must not continue.6

In addition, many came to believe that televised violence was somehow related to, or even 
responsible for, the civil disorders and violence in the streets. Generally, then, Americans 
became deeply suspicious of the new medium that had spread among them rapidly to bring 
moving pictures right into one’s home. It was seen as a mixed blessing—perhaps creating 
more harm than good. No one really knew whether TV was causing increasing crime and 
delinquency or the occurrence of street violence in America by showing aggressive behav-
ior in its programming. But many suspected that it was. That issue became a special focus 
of modeling theory.

The Rapid Adoption of Television

As noted, television was a new medium in American homes following World War II. Its 
technology had been fully developed (for black-and-white broadcasts) by that time, and 
manufacturers began to market receivers for home use. At first, broadcasts were available 
only in a limited number of cities. Then, the situation changed rapidly. Transmitters began 
broadcasting TV programming in virtually all cities in the country, and everyone wanted 
a set. The rate of adoption suddenly soared. By 1960, television receivers were in well 
over 80% of households in the United States. By 1970, well over 95% of households had 
acquired a receiver. Today, there are very few homes that do not have one or more TV sets.7

As the use of television spread, a great deal of violent programming could be found on 
the medium (which is still the case today). Moreover, children were spending more and 
more time viewing television. On average, in a typical home, the set was on for about seven 
hours a day. Many children were spending more time in front of their sets than they were 
in other activities. As was the case many years earlier, when the movies were new, many 
were troubled by what the youthful audience was seeing on their screens. A great deal of 
criticism emerged, arguing that what was being depicted was causing harm. Few thought 
that it was wholesome. Children, it was said, were seeing entirely too much violence. Fears 
were expressed that such programming unintentionally provided instruction from which 
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children unwittingly learned how to engage in aggressive acts. Many made the inference 
that the violent content that was seen in television broadcasts was a direct, or at least an 
indirect, cause of aggressive behavior among children.

Thus, by 1960, television had emerged as the most popular (but suspect) medium used 
by Americans. Many people were deeply concerned about how that experience was influ-
encing them. By that time, movies were of less concern, even though many depicted similar 
violent behavior. Indeed, attendance at motion pictures began to fall as families stayed 
home to view programs on TV.

Increasing Rates of Crime and Delinquency

Between 1948 (during the time that television was being introduced to Americans) and 
1957 (when it had been widely adopted), the nation experienced a 40% rise in juvenile crime 
and delinquency. Then, as the medium was adopted even more widely and reached virtual 
saturation in American homes during the next decade, those rates showed even larger 
increases. Those increases were greatest among the young.

According to the FBI’s data, the number of juvenile arrests involving serious offenses 
rose almost 80% between 1960 and 1968.8 However, the number of juveniles actually in 
the population showed only a minor increase. These youths were, of course, the “tele-
vision generation,” who were spending more time before their TV screens. Many of the 
offenses that were included in these statistics involved violent and dangerous behavior, 
such as aggravated assaults, or carrying or possessing weapons. For example, the number 
of those under 21 who were arrested for robbery (considered a violent crime), rose 56% 
during the eight-year period—as attending to television became increasingly popular 
among the youthful audience. For those under 18, the corresponding figure was 33.3%. 
Even younger children (under 15) were performing such violent activities. Their percent-
age increase was 11.9%.

These trends were truly alarming. People all over the country began to turn to the fed-
eral government to ask if it could “do something.” The public was clearly linking the vio-
lent content of television programs to these changes in the rates of crime and delinquency. 
In the Congress, their concerns were registering. For example, Senator Thomas Dodd, of 
Connecticut, stated:

Glued to the television set from the time they can walk, our children are getting inten-
sive training in all phases of crime from the ever-increasing array of Westerns and 
crime-detective programs available to them. The past decade has seen TV come of 
age. However, the same decade has witnessed the violence content in programs sky-
rocket and delinquency in real life grow almost two hundred percent.9

At the same time, a number of social scientists who were interested in the effects of mass 
media began to conduct research to see if they could document the link between TV vio-
lence and the rise in aggressive behavior among the nation’s youth. Meanwhile, however, 
a third factor caught the attention of those who had begun to attribute a causal role to 
television.

Civil Disorders: The Rise in Urban Violence

While those media and crime trends were occurring, another set of events was taking 
place that deeply disturbed Americans. For a variety of reasons, a number of destructive 
riots had broken out in American cities. As social scientists were able to determine later, 
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much of what happened actually had nothing to do with the mass media. In large part, 
the events resulted from the treatment of African Americans in the U.S. society. At the 
time of the riots, the civil rights movement—and the federal legislation that the movement 
eventually brought about concerning job discrimination, voting, housing, education, and 
other issues—had not yet altered the conditions of life among much of the black minority 
in the United States.

For generations, African Americans had experienced a world of disadvantage, discrim-
ination, and blocked opportunity because of their race. They had been assigned the lowest 
level in the social structure. They were labeled with insulting terms. They often were allo-
cated menial and poorly paid occupational roles. Many had fled from the South, where 
their conditions and opportunities at the time were the least desirable. Seeking better 
opportunities for themselves and their families, they had moved to cities in the North and 
West, hoping that life there would be better. While a few prospered in the urban centers 
where they relocated, the majority did not. Large ghetto-like areas developed in cities 
like Chicago, Detroit, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles. These areas were populated 
by frustrated people for whom living conditions and opportunities, for the most part, 
remained dismal.

It was within one such setting that an instance of dramatic violence began and captured 
the attention of the entire American population. Its events were displayed nightly to the 
nation in televised news broadcasts. The place was Watts, a district in Los Angeles. It 
was here that one of the worst urban riots in the history of the United States took place.10 
Watts was a community into which many poor Americans had moved. Most were African 
Americans who had migrated to the area seeking a better life. Others were recent arrivals 
into the United States. What they found was little better than what they had left behind. 
Young men in Watts were bitter and without work. Resentment and frustration were at 
high levels. As is the case in areas of poverty everywhere, crime and delinquency rates 
were high. The Los Angeles police force (which was almost completely white at the time) 
enforced the rules in Watts with relentless vigor, creating further resentments.

On August 11, 1965, into that setting, two young black men drove their car through a 
35-mile-an-hour zone doing 50 miles an hour. They had been drinking. A white highway 
patrol officer on his motorcycle then chased them with siren screaming and red light blaz-
ing. He was finally able to pull the vehicle over. The car and the motorcycle both stopped 
at a crowded street corner, and a large number of curious onlookers almost immediately 
surrounded the event. The officer was polite but firm. He made the two young men try to 
walk a straight line, which they clearly were not able to do. At this point, the crowd saw it 
as funny and were laughing and joking.

Then, suddenly, the mother of one of the young men arrived. It was actually her car. The 
officer released it to her. But then she began shouting at her son, strongly denouncing his 
misbehavior. The son responded by screaming obscenities at the officer (and another who 
had by then arrived in a car), claiming that it was all their fault. The officers tried to subdue 
the distraught man and place him under arrest. He resisted vigorously. At one point, one of 
the officers got out his club and struck the offender in his attempt to control him.

At that point, the scene began to change dramatically. While the officers were trying to 
subdue and handcuff the man, the people in the crowd started to turn hostile. The officers 
became apprehensive. One went to his car and produced a shotgun. That really made 
things worse. The situation was deteriorating rapidly. However, just at that time, addi-
tional officers arrived in another car to take charge of the offender. In trying to get him into 
their car, they appeared to treat him roughly. They pushed him into the backseat with their 
legs and knees. The crowd thought that the officers had kicked him, and that made many 
mad. The crowd then became vindictive.
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Suddenly, a few rocks were thrown at the police. The officers then began to arrest some 
of the offenders. That brought even more hostility from what was now a much larger crowd 
that had assembled. At this point, the situation broke down completely. Shouts were heard 
to “Kill the bastards,” and “Smash those white sons of bitches.” Suddenly, a torrent of 
bricks, bottles, and stones were thrown at the police. They beat a hasty retreat to their cars 
as missiles rained on their vehicles, smashing windows.

After this happened, many in the crowd simply went home. However, some did not. Cars 
were set on fire. Store windows were smashed, and what was inside was quickly looted. 
These activities spread rapidly. Buildings were torched. A favorite target at first was liquor 
stores. Later, looting became more general. TV sets, furniture, kitchen appliances, and 
clothing were carried away. Others raided supermarkets, wheeling home carts filled with 
food. That night, many additional buildings and automobiles were set on fire. When the 
firemen arrived to extinguish the blazes, snipers shot at them. The same thing happened 
to many of the police officers who were brought in to try to restore order. White people 
driving through the area, who had no idea about what was happening, were dragged from 
their cars and beaten.

With some delay, the National Guard was called out to subdue the violence. It took six 
days, and at one point, it required 13,500 troops. It was at that time the worst case of civil 
disorder in the history of the United States. Before order was restored, 34 people had lost 
their lives and several thousand had been injured. Six hundred buildings had been set on 
fire, causing more than $40 million in damage. Watts looked like a bombed-out city from 
World War II.

This remarkable set of events was covered in great detail by television reporters. Millions 
of people all over the country saw “with their own eyes” what was taking place in Watts 
as they viewed their home receivers. The nation was in a state of shock. How could this 
happen? What had caused it? How could so many people be stirred to commit so much vio-
lence? Then, to make matters worse, during the same period, a number of other instances 
of urban riots took place in Detroit, Chicago, and Washington, D.C. Clearly, there was 
some causal agent that was directly or indirectly playing a part in creating the problem. 
One very obvious and very visible candidate to many was televised violence.

The Surgeon General’s Report

With the new medium under deep suspicion as an agent promoting violence and with the 
evidence of the urban riots, Americans appealed to their political leaders to “do something.” 
Politicians managing the policy agenda and anxious about votes often rise to such occa-
sions, seeking to address the concerns of citizens. Indeed, there was such a person in the 
U.S. Congress who stepped forward to “do something.” Senator John O. Pastore, of Rhode 
Island, was chairman of the Communication Subcommittee (of the Senate Committee 
on Commerce). In 1969, he took steps to establish a panel of distinguished behavioral 
researchers to advise Dr. William Stewart, the surgeon general who was given the task 
of developing an extensive program of research, funded and coordinated by the National 
Institute of Mental Health (NIMH).

The purpose of the panel was to conduct or oversee new scientific studies concern-
ing the issue of television violence and its influences on children. The panel was named 
the Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior. Under the direction 
of psychologist Dr. Eli Rubenstein, it consisted of a number of distinguished academic 
researchers. Its task was to assemble evidence from the research projects to be conducted, 
plus other evidence from studies that were already published, of the influences of television 
on children, and to prepare a detailed report to the surgeon general on its conclusions. 
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Senator Pastore persuaded his colleagues to appropriate a million dollars to support this 
extensive research effort. The basic task of the participating social scientists was this:

To produce and evaluate a sufficient amount of hard data to answer definitely the 
question posed by the Senator: whether there is a causal connection between televised 
crime and violence and anti-social behavior by individuals, especially children.11 (Italics 
added)

By the early 1970s, all projects funded by NIMH had been completed, and the overall 
findings were brought together in a federal report popularly called the Surgeon General’s 
Report. Then, after the report was completed, Senator Pastore’s Subcommittee on 
Communications held public hearings concerning the results, giving everyone who might 
want to offer views or comments on the findings an opportunity to be heard. In the hear-
ings, held in March of 1972, more than 40 witnesses were reported. They were from either 
the behavioral science community or from the media industries. They reported either on 
what their research had revealed or on their objections to the implications of the findings.

The research projects conducted included surveys, laboratory experiments, and clinical 
studies. After spending three years (and a million dollars), reactions to the findings pre-
sented to the surgeon general were mixed. Essentially, what was finally concluded could 
be summed up as follows: Some programming, some of the time, viewed by some youngsters 
can have some influences.

This somewhat inconclusive result did not please everyone by any means. The problem 
was that the results did not reveal an overwhelming, clear, and straightforward causal 
relationship between televised violence and aggressive behavior among the nation’s chil-
dren. What was found was exactly what the summary statement described. Additional 
publications on the topic were prepared by the National Institute of Mental Health, with 
similar findings. In the end, the conclusions reached in these efforts by the federal govern-
ment to provide an answer to the senator’s charge (to get hard data on the link between TV 
violence and aggressive behavior), offended critics of television but delighted many who 
represented the industry.

Research Findings Concerning Television and Violence

In terms of how all of this national concern relates to modeling theory, an example of a 
research project conducted at the time can clarify the logical predictions that were made 
by the new theory that explained the social learning influences of the media. As public con-
cerns about rising rates and incidents of violence in the United States increased, a number 
of social psychologists and other scholars began to turn their attention to the issue. Those 
who did so began to explore the hypothesis that there might be a relationship between 
seeing violence portrayed in media content and engaging in violent behavior as a result. That 
hypothesis was obviously consistent with modeling theory, and it became the theoretical 
foundation for a number of later studies. Among them was what was called the “Bobo doll 
study.” (Actually, there was more than one, but the example described below illustrates the 
strategy and findings.)

The Bobo Doll Study: An Illustration

One of the most intriguing early studies of the relationship between modeled violence and 
aggressive behavior was conducted by Albert Bandura, Dorthea Ross, and Sheila A. Ross. 
It was published in 1961, several years before the Pastore–surgeon general projects.12 It has 
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become a classic and was one that caught the interest of social scientists interested in the 
TV violence debates. It was one of a continuing series of somewhat similar studies con-
ducted by Bandura and his associates that assessed the influence on children’s behavior 
of observing an aggressive model. Many people found the results of the Bobo doll experi-
ments disturbing, and they showed the need for further research on the topic. The findings 
did little to calm fears about unwholesome effects on children of violence portrayed in 
both movies and on television.

At the time, research on the violence issue had barely begun. Bandura reported that a 
number of incidents of (what psychologists refer to as) “anecdotal” evidence suggested that 
the depiction of aggression by a model could shape the behavior of a person who observed 
it under certain conditions. For example, Bandura noted the following as an example:

A recent incident (San Francisco Chronicle, 1961) in which a boy was seriously knifed 
during a re-enactment of a switchblade knife fight the boys had seen the previous 
evening on a televised rerun of the James Dean Movie, Rebel Without a Cause, is a 
dramatic illustration of the possible imitative influence of film stimulation.13

In a research report published in the same year (1961), Bandura and his colleagues, 
Dorthea and Sheila Ross, tested the hypothesis that exposure to aggressive models will 
increase the probability of aggression on the part of those who are exposed. To test this 
hypothesis, they chose a relatively complex experimental strategy focusing on the potential 
link between modeled violence and aggressive behavior.

Note that this hypothesis contains several important (independent) conditions, con-
cepts, and variables. These include models behaving aggressively and subjects observing 
those actions, with the consequence (dependent variable) that those subjects viewing the 
models would show an observable increase in their aggressive behavior. These, of course, 
are the classic factors in modeling theory. To determine if modeling theory was sup-
ported, the experimenters had to design an experimental format—a controlled situa-
tion—that would include all of those variables and conditions. Then (as a dependent 
variable), the experimenters needed to assess the degree to which the subjects who had 
observed the models behaving aggressively had actually become more aggressive in their 
behavior.

The experimenters chose as their subjects 48 boys and 48 girls, who were enrolled in 
a nursery school. These were very young children, ranging in age from 37 to 69 months, 
with a mean age of 52 months (basically, 3 to 6 years old). Two adults, a male and a female, 
served as models. One supervising female experimenter conducted the experiment.

They divided the children into eight groups of six subjects each—with each experiencing 
somewhat different conditions. Some were “experimental” groups, who would experience 
conditions within which they observed modeled behavior. Among those, some did see a 
model behaving very aggressively. Another set of subjects saw a model that did not exhibit 
aggressive behavior. There was also a “control” group that received a neutral experience. 
These different experimental situations and controls made it possible to compare the con-
duct of those children who saw or did not see a model exhibit violent behavior.

One at a time, the subjects were placed in a room that contained a number of toys, 
including a mallet. The room also contained a so-called Bobo doll—an inflatable clown 
or other representation of a human being—which was about four feet tall. Those in the 
experimental group witnessed a human model behaving violently. They saw the model strike 
the Bobo doll with the mallet, punch it, kick it, and sit on it. The model in that condition 
also made aggressive verbal comments about the doll (e.g., “Hit him down,” “Kick him,” 
“Sock him in the nose,” and so on).
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After this exposure, the experimenter took each subject to another room where 
there were also a similar variety of toys for him or her to play with—including another 
mallet and a Bobo doll but no human model. The behavior of the subject toward 
these objects was observed for 20 minutes, and each was scored for aggression. The 
results of the experiment were rather straightforward. As Bandura and his colleagues 
reported:

Subjects in the aggression condition reproduced a great deal of physical and verbal 
aggressive behavior resembling that of the models, and their mean scores [on this 
dependent variable] differed markedly from those subjects in the non-aggressive and 
control groups who exhibited virtually no imitative aggression.14

Needless to say, these rather clear results seemed to confirm the basic ideas of modeling 
theory. Violent behavior acted out by a model was imitated by those young subjects who 
saw that performance.

Limitations of the Experimental Approach

Later, Bandura and his colleagues conducted a number of additional experiments on the 
issue of models and violence. In some, the subjects did not see a live model but instead saw 
aggressive acts portrayed on a film. Even in these conditions, imitation took place. The 
bottom line is that there seemed to be clear evidence from this type of experiment that 
when children see aggressive behavior—as in a movie or on TV—they often imitate it in 
their own conduct.

Not all social scientists accepted Bandura’s findings as solid evidence that television 
was the cause of rises in the nation’s rates of violent behavior. They were reluctant to 
generalize from the artificialities of experimental settings to what takes place in “real 
life” outside the small group’s laboratory. This is a continuing problem in experimental 
psychology. An experiment under artificial and controlled conditions, some say, is little 
more than a kind of metaphor that describes what people do with all of the controls in 
place, but in the greater complexities of real-life situations, people might behave quite 
differently.

Modeling Theory: A Summary

Nevertheless, from Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, the Bobo doll experiments, and 
many other studies, a theory explaining modeling behavior can be induced. Its major prop-
ositions, as it pertains to the influences of mass communication content, can be expressed 
in the following propositions:

1 An individual encounters a form of action portrayed by a person (model) in a media 
presentation.

2 The individual identifies with the model; that is, the viewer believes that he or she is like 
(or wants to be like) the model.

3 The individual remembers and reproduces (imitates) the actions of the model in some 
later situation to handle a personal situation.

4 Performing the reproduced activity results in some reward (positive reinforcement) for 
the individual.

5 Therefore, positive reinforcement increases the probability that the person will use the 
reproduced activity again as a means of responding to a similar situation.
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Obviously, as illustrated earlier in this chapter, modeling behavior is by no means lim-
ited to violence and aggression. It is reasonably clear that human beings do imitate many 
forms of human activity that they see exhibited by other people—whether on movie or 
TV screens or in real-life circumstances. In any case, modeling theory provides a clear 
example of basing an explanation of certain influences of mass communications of the 
psychological paradigm. Modeling theory is now recognized as a well-tested and valuable 
contribution to the study of the process and effects of mass communications.

Social Cognitive Theory

Albert Bandura recognized that one of the reasons that modeling through the media is so 
important is that it is possible to transmit knowledge that is widely applicable to large num-
bers of people simultaneously. In addition, it is one of the most powerful means of trans-
mitting values, attitudes, and behavior. However, he became concerned that some scholars 
were conceptualizing modeling as simply imitation, or mimicry, by which an individual’s 
actions match the actions of another, usually close in time. This minimized the power of 
modeling, he thought, and had limited the scope of research on this issue. Modeling had 
much broader psychological effects than the simple mimicry that was implied by the use of 
the term imitation.15 In 1986, he expanded his original theory, and named it social cognitive 
theory to emphasize the major role that cognition—the mental processes involved in gain-
ing knowledge and comprehension—plays in adopting and performing behaviors.

Social cognitive theory, which builds on modeling theory, is a more comprehensive 
theory that explains the ways in which individuals learn, acquire, and maintain behav-
iors. The theory suggests that cognitive and other personal factors, environmental influ-
ences, and behavior, all operate together in a reciprocal relationship. Learning occurs in 
a social environment, and that environment interacts with the person and the behavior. 
In addition, individuals are proactive and self-reflecting. We actively decide to engage in 
certain actions or behaviors, and we have the ability to anticipate the outcome of those 
actions. After performing the action, the internal or external responses we receive influ-
ence whether or not we will continue that action.

 Learning occurs in a social environment, and that environment interacts with the person and the 
behavior. Bandura states that family members are the main influence on the behavior of children 
through modeling. The media also are a source of learning through modeling.
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A core concept in social cognitive theory is self-efficacy. This refers to the level of con-
fidence that a person has in his or her ability to successfully perform a behavior. It is an 
individual’s judgment of his or her capabilities to organize and execute a course of action. 
It is not so much about the skills a person has, but rather that person’s judgment of what 
he or she can do with those skills.16 For example, a person may have sufficient strength 
and physical skills to perform in an athletic competition, but if that person lacks confi-
dence and perceives that she or he cannot do well in such events, she or he may never try. 
According to Bandura, perceived self-efficacy is a significant determinant of performance, 
and influences whether or not a person will reproduce an observed behavior.

In social cognitive theory, Bandura again recognizes the influential role the mass 
media play in society. A vast amount of information about new behavior patterns, 
human values, ways of thinking, etc., is gained from the extensive and rich variety of 
modeling in the symbolic environment of the mass media.17 Furthermore, during the 
course of our daily lives, we have direct contact with only a small part of the physi-
cal and social environment. We are increasingly dependent on media information. As a 
result, even our conceptions of social reality are greatly influenced by what we see, hear, 
and read in the media.

Questions for Discussion

1 Recently, a construction management senior at a Louisiana university was picking up 
his friends from Fred’s Bar & Grill near campus when his Chevrolet Silverado was sto-
len and totaled by a 20 year old from Alabama. A local news report stated that he left 
his truck to enter the bar, while a girlfriend remained inside the truck. The Alabama 
man jumped into the truck and began to tear through the parking lot, hitting other 
vehicles, a tree, and three pedestrians. Officers at the scene said the Alabama man 
stated he wanted to act like he was in the “Grand Theft Auto” video game. Use mod-
eling theory and/or social cognitive theory to explain how individuals, such as in this 
incident, may copy behavior they see on television, films, video games, etc.

2 Discuss what you know about modeling and social cognitive theory. What conditions 
must be present or make it more likely that a behavior will be copied? What are the 
stages or steps that individuals often go through when adopting a modeled behavior? 
What other factors must be considered that aid in understanding this relationship? 
Address the three-way relationship suggested by social cognitive theory.
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17 Social Expectations Theory

We noted in Chapter 10 that extensive research on the influences of mass communica-
tion content on behavior, conducted within the rules of the social sciences, began about 
a century ago with the Payne Fund studies. As explained, these consisted of a series of 
large-scale investigations of the influence of motion pictures on youthful audiences.1 The 
purpose of these projects was to try to determine if the movies—a relatively new medium 
of entertainment at the time—were having harmful influences on the nation’s children.

Parents were concerned that their youngsters, who were going to the moves in large 
numbers, were learning (and possibly adopting) unacceptable forms of behavior shown 
in the films. They were alarmed that this new type of entertainment was showing such 
content as gangsters and their lifestyles, people committing violent crimes, patrons 
drinking (illegal) alcohol in speakeasies, and even women in their undergarments. 
These were not seen as wholesome themes for youthful entertainment by the critics of 
the movies.

Kids of the era, of course, loved the movies. Some 90 million tickets to motion pic-
ture theaters were sold weekly during the last years of the 1920s—with almost half of 
them purchased by youths under 15. Going to the movies on Saturday afternoon had 
quickly become an established tradition among children (with parents gladly paying 
the dime that it cost for admission, just to get the kids out of the house for a while). 
However, no one really knew what the behavioral consequences were for the young-
sters who saw the films.

The Payne Fund research focused on two forms of influence. The main one was on 
cognitive effects—that is, altering children’s attitudes and beliefs. The other was on 
codes for behavior—by showing in movie plots and actions rules for conduct that chil-
dren might be tempted to adopt. In contemporary research, those two distinct focuses 
on the effects of attending to mass communication content are still pursued in studies 
of media influences on their audiences. However, other scholars study the norms and 
codes of human groups to see if those who observe depictions of them in the groups 
that are portrayed tend to adopt them as their own forms of conduct. The search for 
cognitive effects and the adoption of specific forms of behavior are pursued by those 
who use a psychological perspective. Those who try to understand the influences of 
group norms, role definitions, and other features of social organization do so from a 
sociological perspective.

Alternative Paradigms for Explaining Behavior

As the social sciences developed over the last century, psychology and sociology became 
the two disciplines that led the way in conducting research on the influences of mass com-
munications. As explained in Chapter 9, each of these fields of study emphasizes a quite 
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different paradigm that guides its strategies of investigation. Psychology looks within the 
person to understand human actions. Sociology studies relationships between people to 
find clues as to how individuals choose ways to shape their behavior.

Conduct as “Inner-Directed”: Psychological Explanations

In review, psychology is a discipline that seeks explanations for human behavior based on 
what people have “in their heads”—needs, attitudes, beliefs, gratifications, opinions, val-
ues, learned habits, emotions, and other internal psychological concepts. In other words, 
those developing the field seek understandings of conduct in terms of such cognitive and 
emotional factors. Much debated in earlier years was the source of such factors. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, psychologists theorized that behavior was a prod-
uct of “instincts.” As explained in earlier chapters, these were said to be inborn tenden-
cies to behave in particular ways—tendencies that were inherited as part of one’s genetic 
endowment. By the late 1920s, however, that concept was challenged. It was difficult to 
explain why some people killed themselves, for example, if they had a universal instinct 
for survival.

By the end of the 1930s, the concept of instinct had been largely abandoned in favor 
of various types of learning. Even today, however, the instinct concept remains as part 
of the conceptualization of some branches of psychology, such as Freudian psychoana-
lytic theory. Moreover, there continues a search for biological explanations on the part 
of some psychologists. They continue to maintain that at least some forms of behavior 
are determined at birth by genetic factors that shape what goes on inside people’s heads. 
Most others, however, continue to seek answers to such questions by assuming that they 
are brought about by the learning process within a socio-cultural environment. All of 
these searches for the bases of internal cognitive and emotional explanations of human 
conduct have, of course, considerable merit, and psychologists continue that quest in 
contemporary times.

Conduct as Socially Controlled: The Influence of Groups and Cultures

Sociologists seek answers to how behavior is shaped in a different way. They do not look 
exclusively to internal psychological variables to explain human conduct. They certainly 
accept the ideas that many forms of behavior are a result of learning. But they make exten-
sive use of a different paradigm that focuses on what happens between people. They seek 
to discover sociocultural factors that shape the behavior of members of groups. Essentially, 
these are behavior patterns that groups establish and practice routinely, indicating what 
forms of conduct are expected and approved of on the part of their members.

In other words, this paradigm assumes that “social expectations” of acceptable behav-
ior are collectively held by members of groups. These expectations define which forms 
of individual and social interaction between members are approved, accepted, tolerated, 
disallowed, rewarded, or punished—that is, generally permitted under a variety of cir-
cumstances. For that reason, the central (or umbrella) concept of sociology is social organ-
ization. This term refers to stable and predictable patterns of conduct that are understood, 
shared, and expected of group members. Its opposite is deviant behavior, which is unex-
pected and unacceptable forms of action disapproved and rejected by members on the 
ground that they lead to group instability and disorganization.

Social organization, then, is a very general concept that refers to the “institutionalized” 
(deeply established) rules of conduct that those who participate in a group are expected to 
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follow if they intend to remain members. Deviant behavior refers to conduct and activi-
ties that are regarded as failing to follow those social expectations and are, consequently, 
unacceptable to—and usually punished by—the members.

For the most part, the great majority of research on the effects of mass communication 
that has accumulated over the subsequent decades has been based on the psychological 
paradigm. The psychological paradigm continues to dominate even today. Thus, “attitude 
change” is still under study as an assumed dominant key to changes in conduct. Tendencies 
leading to personal violence learned from the media have been extensively investigated. 
As noted in Chapter 15, the psychological need-gratifications obtained from exposure to 
media content have also been topics of extensive research.

What has been learned using the psychological paradigm is impressive. Literally thou-
sands of studies have reached conclusions suggesting that the media do have at least some 
influences on cognitive and emotional factors that can play a part in shaping a person’s 
behavior. Less fully investigated, however, are the social expectations factors that are 
depicted in the media and their influences on the behavior of their audiences.

The present chapter will present an explanation of behavior influenced by mass commu-
nications based on the sociological paradigm—a theory of social expectations—explain-
ing that the mass media portray rules for, and definitions of, behavior that specify what 
patterns of conduct members of groups and people generally are expected to perform in a 
great variety of social circumstances.2 The theory offers insights into many kinds of influ-
ences of mass communications.

The Socio-Cultural Paradigm

The most inclusive concept of the socio-cultural paradigm is the human group. As explained 
in Chapter 6, it is with that concept, in one way or another, that the field of sociology is 
concerned. It is a broad concept that includes both very small as well as very large numbers 
of people repeatedly acting together in patterns (e.g., a dating couple vs. an entire society). 
The foundation assumption concerning human groups is that people form and interact 
within all of them, regardless of size or complexity, in order to accomplish some goal that 
they could not achieve when acting alone. For example, they marry to have companionship, 
establish a home, have a socially approved sexual relationship, and in many cases to con-
ceive children and jointly raise them. Most of those activities cannot be accomplished by 
persons acting alone. Or a number of people may form a large corporation to produce a 
product or service that allows them to achieve a financial goal. Obviously, a single person, 
acting alone, would find that impossible.

The Human Group as the Basic Concept

When groups are formed and people become members, interacting together to achieve 
their shared goals, that situation has profound influences on their conduct toward each 
other. It also influences in many ways how they respond to others outside the group. 
Because of the importance of this very basic concept, a summary of the ideas included 
in the socio-cultural paradigm must begin with a clear explanation of the fundamental 
nature of any human group.

First, a distinction needs to be made between the term “group,” as used in sociological 
theory and research, and a related term, “social category.” Strictly speaking, a human 
group is at least two or more people who relate to each other in some consistent way over 
time within some pattern of social organization. That is, they work out some set of stable 
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and mutual understandings about how members are expected to behave as they interact 
with each other in pursuit of their shared goals. That is a very different idea than the way in 
which the term “group” is often used in common language. One often hears the term used 
to refer to people who share some common attribute—but who may not even know each 
other. An example would be “that group that makes more than $100,000 per year” or “the 
group that has less than a high school education.” Another common usage is “minority 
group,” used to describe persons with a common ethnic or racial heritage.

Technically, sociologists would refer to those persons (who may have little else in com-
mon) as “social categories.” That is, people who have particular levels of income, those 
who did not graduate from high school, or those whose ancestors came to the United 
States from some particular part of the world can be “classified” into distinct categories 
insofar as they share those specific attributes. Virtually any attribute can serve as a basis 
for classification as a social category—left-handed banjo players, card sharks, alcoholics, 
vegetarians, college presidents, and so on.

There are a host of different types of human groups—ranging from very small ones 
consisting of two close friends whose goal is to enjoy each other’s company regularly to the 
U.S. Army, with hundreds of thousands of members and a relatively straightforward set of 
military goals. Some groups are “informal” (as in the case of “buddies”). Others are very 
“formal,” in that their rules are set forth in written codes (as in the case of the Army). But 
both informal and formal groups, whether simple or complex, large or small, have sets of 
rules that are understood by their members. Sociologists refer to that pattern of expecta-
tions—those rules for conduct—as the groups’ pattern of social organization.

“Social organization,” then, is an umbrella term that is applied to a number of dif-
ferent types of behavior mutually expected of each other by group members. These are 
the stable patterns of conduct that group members develop and follow, so that their 
joint activities enable them to achieve their shared goals. As a way of indicating that 
these expected patterns have over time become accepted by the members of the group, 
sociologists often use the term “institutionalized.” This indicates that each part of the 
pattern has become a fully established rule for conduct within the group and that it has 
the support of its members.

In the sections that follow, four such institutionalized forms of behavior that make 
up a group’s overall pattern of social organization are briefly described and illustrated. 
These are its norms, its roles, its ranks, and its controls.3 As we will explain, mass com-
munication content now serves as a major source from which children, and also adults, 
can learn and understand each of these features in many kinds of group patterns of 
social organization. They can learn what these are from media depictions, even if they 
have never in their lives actually participated in that particular type of group. It is 
specifically with that influence of media content that the social expectations theory is 
concerned.

Norms as Guides to Conduct for Group Members

When people form and act within groups to pursue goals that they are not able to achieve 
alone, they work out and agree upon a set of general rules that all members will be expected 
to follow. Some of these rules govern such mundane matters as where they meet, how 
often, and at what times. Others may deal with more significant matters. There may be 
many such rules. How do they dress? How do they address each other: Informally, with 
greetings like “Hey, man?” or do they use more formal modes, such as “Good morning, 
sir (or ma’am)?” Obviously, such general rules differ greatly from one type of group to 
another.
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General norms provide predictability for people. They know what to do on a great vari-
ety of occasions; therefore, they also know what to expect from others. That is a very 
important idea. For example, when your telephone rings, if you are an American, you 
would normally answer and say “hello.” However, if you were in one of several Latin 
American countries, you would say “habla” or “digame” (that is, “speak”). In none of 
those places would you usually hum a tune, provide a biblical citation, or recite a small 
poem. Another common situation is when people are waiting for a bus or are in line at the 
supermarket waiting to be checked out. The rule is that you wait your turn. If another indi-
vidual comes along and just pushes the front person away and “cuts in,” it would arouse 
hostility because it is a gross violation of the general “wait your turn” norm. (It would be 
deviant behavior.) It would not matter if the person who “cuts in” was young or old, male 
or female, rich or poor, etc. All members of the American society are expected to observe 
that norm, and it provides a clear guideline as to how others expect you to behave when 
waiting in line to be served.

A great variety of general norms, then, are part of the ways in which people who belong 
to groups pattern their activities. Such norms exist in groups large and small, as well as 
in those that are formal (like the Army, with the rules clearly specified and often written 
down) or informal, where rules are just “understood.” In either case, norms are a major 
component in the social organization of the human group.

Roles as Expectations of People Playing Particular Parts

While general norms apply to all members, another very different set of social expecta-
tions guides the behavior of individual members as they perform specialized tasks within 
a group. The term “role” is used to identify the activities of a person who is expected to 
behave in some unique but predictable way. Presumably, the term was derived from the 
theater, where a “role” is a specialized part in a play. In a similar manner, people play 
specialized “parts” in all groups. Consider, for example, a baseball team. Each member 
is expected to perform in a distinct manner. One will be a pitcher, another a catcher. Still 
others are first, second, or third basemen (or women), and so on. The point is that the per-
son in each of the team’s positions (roles) performs different actions, but all are coordinated 
into an overall system. Moreover, each member conducts his or her special activities in 
order for the group to achieve its major goal—in this case, to win the game.

The structure of roles within a group provides for great predictability. If each mem-
ber understands well his or her role expectations and the role conduct of all of the other 
members as they play their specialized parts, the activities of the group can proceed 
smoothly. In the case of the baseball team, for example, once the pitcher throws the ball 
toward the batter, each of the other members of the team (actually both teams) knows 
well what all others on the field will do under a variety of circumstances. Each, then, 
has a kind of “map” in his or her head as to the likely activities of each player in each 
role in the entire system. It would be a total disaster if a member decided to play the 
role in some unexpected manner. For example, in the baseball team, if the pitcher did 
not throw the ball to the batter but tried to bean his teammate on first base, the goal 
wouldn’t be achieved. Or if an outfielder just stood and looked at a ball that had been 
hit to his or her area of responsibility and just left it lying on the ground while smoking 
a cigarette, the game could be lost. Failing to perform the specialized duties of the role, 
in other words, would be a gross violation of the social expectations of the members 
(again, deviant behavior).

These ideas are not restricted to baseball teams. The same can be said about any other 
kind of group. Every family, group of friends, school, factory, crew on a Navy ship, or 
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even a community or society has specialized roles. When played properly, according to 
the shared expectations of the members, the system “works,” and (if there are no other 
problems) the group can achieve its goals. Roles, then, are an important component of the 
overall pattern of the social organization of the group.

Ranks: Distinctions among Members in Power, Prestige, and Rewards

Some of the roles that exist within a group are defined by members as more important than 
others. Consequently, groups usually reward those who play them well to a greater extent 
than is the case with roles that are of lesser importance. In the baseball team example, 
the pitcher plays the role that in many ways decides whether the team wins or loses. If the 
pitcher can strike out all of the members of the opposing team, it is likely that his or her 
team will be victorious. The others contribute in various ways, of course, but the pitcher 
has the greatest responsibility. As a consequence, pitchers often receive the most respect, 
and in many cases, the highest salaries, on a professional team.

That principle—that there are differences in the kinds and levels of rewards provided for 
different roles in a group, according to their importance as seen by the members—provides 
the key to another important component of social organization. To illustrate, the officer in 
charge of the regiment has a greater responsibility for the outcome of the battle than do the 
privates who make up the rank and file. By performing the more critical duties associated 
with planning and leading the entire regiment, the military provides that person with a 
more prestigious title (such as colonel as opposed to, say, corporal). Playing that role also 
brings more pay, greater respect, and more privileges (such as better living accommoda-
tions) than are provided to other members of the group.

In this way, those who play different parts or who have some other attribute are “ranked” 
into various levels. While the idea of “rank” is well understood in military groups, this 
component of social organization exists in all human groups. In a family, for example, 
the parents have the position with the greater power and rewards, followed by the chil-
dren. Even among children, in historic times, first-born males were ranked above those 
who came later, and girls did not have the same rank as boys. In today’s families, things 
are often different. The father and mother may share the same levels of prestige, power, 
respect, and other rewards, but children still occupy a lower level. Thus, there is still a 
ranking feature in the system.

If the group is large and if there are a number of members who have essentially the same 
rank—as in the military example with a number of officers, sergeants, corporals, and pri-
vates—the group is said to have a pattern of social stratification. That means “layers,” such as 
might be found in a wedding cake or in a geological formation in which different layers of rock 
or soil have been deposited over the years. The term “social class” is often used to describe 
the “layers” of social stratification among ranks that exist in a community or society. Some 
people in the group have “more” of something that its members see as important than do 
others. It may be income, prestige, respect, power, material possessions, family background, 
a form of employment, educational attainment, or some other factor. Such criteria of rank 
are often some combination of social and economic factors (e.g., education, occupation, and 
income). For this reason, social scientists use the term “socio-economic status” (SES) to label 
the person’s or family’s position in the community’s or society’s ranking system.

In any case, ranking criteria are used to define levels of social class in towns, cities, or 
countries. Those in the “upper class” have more of whatever criteria are important to the 
group than those in the “lower class.” Others are seen as belonging to levels in between (as 
in upper-middle class, lower-middle class, and so on). An important point is that these well- 
understood SES levels provide guidelines for behavior. Those who are in the upper class often 
receive more deferential treatment than those who are identified at lower levels. This idea can 
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be personally verified by going into a business (such as an expensive automobile agency, fur-
niture store, or an elegant restaurant) on two occasions. In one, to see what happens, dress in 
a very formal or even elegant manner. In the other, wear very casual, wrinkled, or even soiled 
or damaged clothing. The different ways in which you may be treated will be obvious.

In every human group, therefore, ranging from the largest and most complex to the 
smallest and most informal, some members have more of something that their members 
value. This ranking feature in the social organization patterns of group life is also a com-
ponent that provides predictability, and therefore stability, in the ways in which members 
relate to each other.

Controls: Enforcing the Expectations of Social Organization

A final component of social organization is controls. What this refers to is the ways and tech-
niques used by groups to ensure that their members adhere to the expected patterns of social 
organization that have been established to provide for predictability. This stabilizes the 
group and limits troublesome deviant behavior. Some social controls are positive in nature. 
These are used when members are rewarded in some way for following the rules in some 
highly approved manner. Others can be negative. These controls are applied when members 
“deviate” from the accepted social expectations and cause problems for the group. Positive 
rewards can range from words of encouragement and expressions of gratitude to certificates, 
plaques, and diplomas. In the workplace, they can include raises in pay, promotions, a more 
prestigious title, a reserved parking place, or a corner office. Even in the most informal group 
of peers, members receive signals of approval, words of praise, slaps on the back, thanks, or 
other positive sanctions when their actions have pleased other members.

There are a host of negative actions that make up the controls available to various kinds 
of groups. Negative sanctions for deviant behavior range from frowns and words of disap-
proval to truly drastic measures, such as the death penalty, used when violations of the rules 
have been truly severe. In a work environment, sanctions can range from getting unpleasant 
work assignments and being passed over for raises or promotions to being fired.

Social controls are a necessary part of group life. Departures from the institutionalized 
ways that are used by the group to provide for stability and predictability—that is, devi-
ant behavior—is a source of conflict, strain, and significant barriers to the attainment of 
group goals. It is for that reason that people are rewarded or punished for their positive or 
their negative performance of the norms and roles of their group, or for their recognition 
of appropriate conduct implied by its system of ranks.

Clearly, then, the term “social organization” refers to an extraordinarily complex set of 
concepts and ideas. Each of the components—norms, roles, ranks, and controls—includes a 
great variety of behaviors and actions that groups use to try and ensure that their members 
follow the behavior patterns that have been institutionalized. The nature of these compo-
nents, the ways people organize their group life, vary greatly in different types of groups. 
Nevertheless, each is characterized by a pattern of social organization that is understood by 
its members. If that were not the case, social behavior would simply be random and chaotic.

Learning Expected Patterns: The Process of Socialization

How do members of groups come to learn and understand the pattern of social organi-
zation that prevails in their groups? Because such patterns are complex, acquiring a full 
understanding of the expectations prevailing in the various groups that characterize one’s 
life is also complex. Sociologists refer to the process as “socialization.”

Essentially, socialization is based on learning, but there is much more to it than that. 
Learning is only one part of the process. There also must be other people in the situation 



264 Theories of Influences on Individuals

where that learning takes place. It is from those people that the person undergoing sociali-
zation can acquire and understand the accepted patterns of behavior. Those others display 
(model) or explain the behavior required, and they often provide rewards (social controls) 
when the individual newly acquires approved ways of behaving. They may also provide 
punishments if the learner does things wrong. Generally, then, socialization takes place 
when a person becomes a new member of a group and gradually understands, accepts, and 
behaves according to its accepted and shared patterns of social organization.

Every child born into a society must learn its ways. Indeed, it is a lifelong process. At 
first, the child has to acquire behavior patterns appropriate to his or her age. These all 
change later as the person becomes a teenager, then a young adult, a middle-aged person, 
and on into old age. Other group members expect different behavior from individuals in 
each of these life stages.

Every person who enters a new group must undergo a period of socialization to func-
tion adequately as a member. For children, the process begins in the first years, when they 
learn that mother and father, or perhaps siblings, are different beings from whom different 
things can be expected. Gradually, they acquire the norms of their family. They begin to 
babble and then speak as they learn the rules of language. As they mature, they gradually 
understand more and more about what is proper or improper conduct. Things become 
more complex when the person must deal with groups outside the home—playmates, 
neighbors, and then school, and so on, into the richness and complexities of community 
and national life. In each group encountered, if they are to participate as members, they 
must internalize and follow its pattern of social organization.

In some groups, introduction to its requirements is systematic, deliberate, and demand-
ing. The U.S. Marines, for example, socialize new members in “boot camp.” Here, during 
a period of rigorous training, the recruit learns how to dress, speak, sleep, and generally 
behave as required by the Corps. In addition, the new member learns the roles, the ranking 
system, and the social controls. He or she also learns to manage firearms and other tools 
of combat, plus a great many other features of this formal group. This socialization expe-
rience transforms the person from a civilian to a new identity as a Marine. Other groups 
may be less demanding, but they too often have formal training to prepare new members 
to function as full-fledged participants. Most socialization, for most people, however, is 
rather haphazard and random. For example, no one plans systematic exposure to the com-
munity as a whole as a human group. Indeed, most socialization takes place in an almost 
accidental manner as the person encounters various features of community life.

There are many sources from which individuals gain an understanding of the social 
organization of groups—whether the individual is actually a member or not. Clearly, in 
some cases, other people systematically teach the person about the norms, roles, ranks, 
and controls by which a particular group conducts its affair. In other cases, the person has 
chance-like learning encounters from which understandings can be obtained. An impor-
tant point, then, is that people often learn the patterns of social organization that exist in 
groups—even those of which they are not members.

Learning Behavioral Rules from Media Depictions

Before mass media were available, and before formal schooling, socialization was a pro-
cess by which older members of a clan, tribe, village, or other entity taught their ways 
of life to the young. Indeed, the new members of society had to acquire the rules for 
behavior that constituted not only the group’s pattern of social organization but also the 
entire culture’s—its shared beliefs, history, language, religion, technologies, and all other 
aspects of the way of life of the group. Later, much of this was handled by formal school-
ing. Even so, the influence of the family, friends, and neighbors continued to play a part.
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Depictions of Codes for Behavior in Entertainment Content

When mass media came to societies, they were added to the sources from which young 
people could learn about groups. This was especially true with the visual media. Even the 
early movies, such as those studied in the Payne Fund research, had become sources from 
which children learned the social expectations that prevailed in many kinds of groups that 
were portrayed in the entertainment content. The films of the 1920s, for example, showed 
children the features of life in many kinds of groups.

Two examples of children learning general norms from seeing them depicted in films 
of the 1920s can illustrate the point. In one of the Payne Fund studies, the boys who were 
studied were asked what they had learned by seeing the films. One subject replied that he 
now knew that the man was supposed to light the cigarette of the woman—although he 
had not yet taken up smoking. Another had learned that, when he would later drive a car, 
he was supposed to open the passenger door for a woman entering the vehicle—and after 
arriving at their destination, he was supposed to go around and open the door for her. 
Although these general norms are not applied as rigidly in modern times, they were clear 
guides to proper male conduct during the 1920s.4

There is little doubt that children today continue to see various forms of social actions 
portrayed in the entertainment content of the mass media that illustrate the norms that are 
followed. Even in television programming designed for a very young audience, the ways in 
which the children are portrayed provide lessons as to how kids relate to, speak to, obey, 
or ignore their parents. These portrayals provide youngsters with guides to conduct by 
illustrating clear depictions of family norms.

At a more general level, youngsters know what the norms require in a great variety of groups 
of which they have never been—or probably never will be—members. For example, many chil-
dren know that, if one is a private in the Army, one would be expected to salute when walking 
along and coming upon a commissioned officer. Most can also provide the correct answer 
when asked that, after making an arrest of a suspect, the police officer is supposed to say, “You 
have a right to remain silent…” (and supply the remainder of the Miranda phrases).

 Every human group has its set of rules to be followed—its customs and expectations for many kinds 
of social behavior. The mass media are one way that children learn the norms, roles, and expecta-
tions for behavior of many kinds of groups.
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These are “collateral instruction” provided unintentionally by the media, and they 
are unwittingly learned as “incidental lessons” by their audiences. Thus, while the 
child does not deliberately seek out instruction in television programs, movies, or other 
media content in order to learn the norms of groups, the lessons are there as an unin-
tended part of the content produced, and they are learned in an unwitting way by their 
audiences.

In the same manner, media entertainment depicting people in a variety of social sit-
uations, acting out parts in groups, provides incidental lessons in the nature of roles—
the specialized activities that people perform in groups as part of their pattern of social 
organization. An interesting example of such learning was noted in a research project 
that studied what children had learned about the nature of the labor force. The inves-
tigators asked children to explain the duties of a number of common roles in the labor 
force. Some were frequently portrayed on television (e.g., police officer, lawyer, doctor). 
Others were seldom seen on TV (e.g., electrical engineer, government clerk, account-
ant). Still others were commonly visible in the community (e.g., supermarket clerk, 
teacher, mail carrier). The question was, did television portrayals provide children with 
clear conceptions of roles that were not visible to them in their normal contacts in the 
community?

One finding from that study illustrates the point that TV provided very clear defini-
tions of certain roles that were not seen in the community by the children. For example, 
the project was conducted among children who lived in a small community in southern 
Indiana. It was certain that there was no family in that community that employed a 
butler. However, most of the children interviewed could provide reasonably detailed 
explanations of the duties of a butler. They had acquired this knowledge from seeing 
depictions of the role in the movies and on TV. Similarly, many of the children were able 
to describe the expected behaviors of the participants in a criminal trial. They knew 
what to expect of a judge, the prosecutor, the defendant’s attorney, and the jurors—
even though none of the children interviewed had ever sat in a courtroom to observe 
such a trial.5

In a recent test of social expectations theory, the beliefs and expectations of adolescents 
toward the medical profession were measured. Adolescents wanting to become physicians 
and other medical practitioners gave several reasons for their choice of profession, includ-
ing parental influence, self-interest, social prestige, and the media. The study recognized 
the changing role of physicians in society, and along with that, the changing expectations 
of physicians by patients and society. It also recognized the influence of the media in shap-
ing perceptions (positive and negative) of the adolescents regarding the norms of behavior 
for physicians and medical practitioners.6

Another study applied social expectations theory to film depictions of public relations 
practitioners, noting that the media have a history of portraying public relations in a 
negative way. This is important for students of public relations who, after completing 
their program of study, encounter these negative expectations on the job by clients and 
others.7

An abundance of research indicates that the media are influential tools for giving 
audiences expectations about how men and women should look. Many studies, for 
example, have explored the potential effects on women of unrealistically thin body 
images, including low self-esteem and eating disorders.8 Other studies have explored 
the way obese and overweight characters are treated and often ostracized in media 
portrayals.9 Clearly, there are real-life consequences to these media-generated social 
expectations.
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Much the same can be said about the depictions of both social ranking and the controls 
that groups use to maintain stability in the social expectations that make up their pattern 
of social organization. In media entertainment, portrayals and depictions make it clear 
who has more prestige, respect, power, income, and material possessions. Those high in 
the class structure are seen living in more luxurious dwellings, often with household help, 
driving expensive automobiles, dining in elegant restaurants, and so forth. Those at the 
lower end of the class structure fare much more poorly—with fewer material possessions 
and so on. These provide inescapable lessons as to who “counts,” who is shown deference 
and respect, and other features of social ranking.

Abundant instruction provided by media entertainment also makes it clear that those 
who misbehave can be punished for their misdeeds. The sanctions portrayed range from 
raised eyebrows and frown to the death penalty. These applications of social controls are 
entirely visible to children who go to movies, watch television, and attend to other media 
for entertainment. Again, they acquire understandings (correctly or sometimes incor-
rectly) concerning the social control consequences of deviant behavior.

Learning the Rules through Incidental Lessons

In general, then, in their depictions and portrayals, the mass media provide a great deal 
of instruction about the patterns of social expectations that make up the components of 
social organization in a variety of groups. By attending to media entertainment, a young-
ster can learn in an unwitting (incidental) manner how to behave when dining at an elegant 
restaurant, when serving in the military, when participating in a criminal trial, when act-
ing as a member in a juvenile gang, or when serving as the secretary of the CEO of a major 
business—even though he or she has never participated in any of these things.

It is important to stress that this source of socialization is not a set of deliberate instruc-
tions planned and conducted by those who produce media entertainment. Those who pro-
duce such products have one major goal in mind—to make a profit. Moreover, children do 
not go to the media in a deliberate manner to select content that will provide them with 
systematic instructions as to how various groups pattern their expectations. Chapter 10 
explained that audiences—including children—pick out what they want to read, view, or 
hear for other reasons. Chapter 15 has indicated that audiences often look for content that 
they will find enjoyable, rather than instructional. All of these processes and consequences 
underlie the acquisition of knowledge by media audiences about the patterns of socializa-
tion that often prevail in many kinds of groups.

Social Expectations Theory: A Summary

These explanations and examples can be brought together in a theory that describes and 
explains the influences of media content as a major source for socialization—for learning 
about the ways in which members are expected to behave as members of groups. That the-
ory includes the following propositions:

1 Various kinds of content provided by the media often portray social activities and rules 
for behavior in specific types of groups.

2 These portrayals are representations of reality that reflect, accurately or inaccurately, 
the nature of many kinds of groups in American society.

3 Individuals who are exposed to these representations receive unintended instruction 
as to the nature of the norms, roles, social ranking, and social controls that prevail in 
many kinds of common groups.
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4 The experience of exposure to media portrayals of a particular kind of group results in 
the incidental learning of the behavior patterns that are expected by others when acting 
as a member of such a group.

5 Therefore, these learned expectations concerning appropriate behavior for self and 
others serve as guides to action when individuals actually encounter, become members 
of, or try to understand such groups in real life.

Social expectations theory, then, is based on the socio-cultural paradigm that sociolo-
gists use to explain human conduct. In this perspective, behavior is interpreted as shaped 
by the anticipations of others in a group concerning the pattern of social organization 
that will be followed. That pattern identifies expected norms, roles, ranks, and controls 
governing the behavior of group members as they seek to achieve their shared goals. Social 
expectations theory identifies the significant part played by mass communications in the 
socialization process in societies where media-provided content is widely attended to by 
young people. From media sources, they acquire conceptions of the social organization 
patterns of many kinds of groups. Even though they may never become members of those 
portrayed, they gain an in-depth understanding of how actual members are expected to 
behave under a variety of circumstances.

Questions for Discussion

1 As a young child, how did you learn what was expected of you in various group set-
tings? Did the media, especially entertainment media, provide lessons or guidelines 
for what to expect or how to behave? For example, how did you learn what you were 
expected to do when in school, or church, or in a restaurant with your family? What 
were the expected norms of behavior, the specialized roles, ranking, and social con-
trols of these groups?

2 What is the socio-cultural paradigm? Define the components of social organization 
present in human groups (norms, roles, ranking, and social controls). How can an 
understanding of these components help you or your group to achieve its goals?

3 In many communities, there is an annual funding drive that solicits charitable con-
tributions for various non-profit organizations in the community. Often, there is a 
well-known person or celebrity who “kicks off” the drive, and a fund-raising goal is 
set for the community. Employees at their place of work are asked to contribute, and 
may receive a pin or sticker to wear to indicate that they have done so. Discuss how 
the components of social organization (norms, roles, ranking, and social controls) are 
utilized to achieve the goal of the funding drive. How can these tools be applied to 
other groups and organizations to aid in achieving their goals?
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18 Media-Influenced Diffusion 
of Innovation Theory

The adoption by a group or population of an “innovation”—that is, something “new”—
is a matter of concern to a number of academic disciplines and professional fields. For 
example, a variety of scholars study the process of cultural diffusion—the spread from one 
society to another—of material artifacts, as well as various forms of belief, values, codes 
of conduct, and behavior.

Social scientists are especially interested in innovations. Sociologists are concerned with 
the process by which social change—modification of codes of conduct, language, shared 
beliefs, and other social expectations, takes place within a particular group or society. 
Such changes occur when its members acquire new ways of behaving, believing, or of using 
some new form of technology that was not part of their earlier shared activities. Societal 
organization and class structures undergo change as people become acquainted with and 
acquire new ideas as to how such social arrangements should be maintained and viewed.

Cultural anthropologists recognize the importance of the diffusion of innovation. When 
the people of a society take up and incorporate into their way of life some new idea, belief, 
word, tool, or other solution to a problem—whether initially developed with their group 
or adopted from another society—their culture undergoes change. Many such innovations 
are acquired from “outside” as people contact others and the innovations then become a 
part of the total of artifacts, technology, and practices that exist for a people.

Commercial and industrial organizations also have a keen interest in the diffusion of 
innovation. Those who manufacture goods for the marketplace or offer services to the 
public need to understand the ways in which consumers decide to make use of new solu-
tions to their problems or new products that they might use. It is here that the media play 
a significant part in these activities, bringing to the attention of their audiences a constant 
flow of information about things and services that have become available. In each of these 
situations, people often make media-influenced decisions to adopt and use something that 
they have not used before.

Generally, then, for media scholars interested in understanding the process and effects 
of mass communication, the diffusion of innovation is of interest for two main reasons:

1 The use of new media technologies takes place through the adoption of innovation. 
For example, subscriptions to the (then new) daily mass newspaper increased in the 
American society over a number of decades from the 1830s to the 1920s, as its use 
spread to larger and larger numbers of families. (Subscriptions per household declined 
after that as the new broadcast media were adopted.) The same pattern of increasing 
use was true of the other mass media. Typical patterns of adoption characterized the 
spread over time of movies as entertainment, the acquisition of home radio sets, tele-
vision, cable TV, and the Internet, as well as cellular phones, social media, and other 
more recent communication technologies.
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2 In addition, by making the availability of many kinds of innovations known to audi-
ences through ads and other messages, the media play a significant role in promoting 
the adoption of new ideas, forms of behavior, and material goods. Those who produce 
and advertise such goods and services depend on mass media messages to inform 
potential users of the nature and availability of their products and activities, and per-
suade them to purchase them.

In other words, the ways in which innovations are adopted are of interest and of signif-
icant importance to a number of practitioners, researchers, and scholars insofar as it is a 
basic process leading to both social and cultural change, and an activity essential to the 
functioning of a market economy.

Basic Definitions

The present chapter will focus on three issues: (1) the ways in which innovations of various 
kinds come to the attention of members of a group or society, (2) the pattern formed when 
a particular innovation is adopted by different categories of people, and (3) the role played 
by mass communication in the process. One problem in such an analysis of the processes 
of diffusion of innovation is terminology. When the study of innovations is addressed by 
distinct categories of social scientists, and by commercial practitioners as well as by media 
scholars, they do not always use a common vocabulary. In discussing the diffusion of inno-
vation and the part played by media, therefore, it is important to provide clear definitions 
of exactly what is being considered. For the present chapter, then, the meanings of the 
concepts and terms needed for developing a theory explaining the diffusion of innovation 
within the mass communication context must be clear.

Innovation

The most basic concept is “innovation.” In their classic work, Communication of Innovations: 
A Cross-Cultural Approach, media scholars Everett Rogers and Floyd Shoemaker pro-
vided a clear definition:

An innovation is an idea, practice or object perceived as new by an individual. It mat-
ters little, so far as human behavior is concerned, whether or not an idea is ‘objectively’ 
new as measured by the lapse of time since its first use or discovery. It is the perceived 
or objective newness of the idea for the individual that determines his reaction to it. If 
the idea seems new to the individual, it is an innovation.1

Given that definition, even such common objects as a form of popular music, a clothing style, 
the use of lipstick, an automatic rifle, a different form of behavior, a set of religious beliefs, or 
even a slang term can be an innovation to a person who has not encountered it before.

The Personal Adoption Process

A second concept and issue to define is the personal adoption process—that is, acceptance 
and use of some innovation by an individual. What is it that takes place at the individ-
ual psychological level when a person encounters and perceives something that, to him 
or her, seems “new?” The individual may seek further knowledge about the item, decide 
whether it has application in his or her situation, and, if so, then adopt and use it. Is the 
process of personal adoption automatic and immediate once the person becomes aware of 
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the innovation? Does he or she readily accept it as part of his or her behavioral repertoire 
or set of useful artifacts? Or is the process of personal acquisition more complex? One of 
the purposes of the present chapter is to address these questions.

Within-Group Diffusion

A third concept to be defined is diffusion (of an innovation). What this term refers to is the 
pattern by which something new is taken up by members of a group or society. In many 
cases, at the group or societal level, an innovation will be taken up by at least some—or 
perhaps all—of its members. Its acquisition and use “spreads” as increasing numbers of 
people within the group adopt the innovation. However, an important question is whether 
all members who actually acquire and use a particular innovation do so at the same time. 
Or is a characteristic pattern formed over time as more and more of the members gradually 
(or swiftly) take up the new item? Thus, the term “diffusion” refers to the way in which 
more and more members take up the new item over some time span.

In addressing this issue, this chapter will focus on “within-group” diffusion. That is, 
within a given group, category of persons, or even a society as a whole, what quantitative 
pattern is formed over time as increasing numbers of members decide to adopt the innova-
tion? Does a small number adopt it initially, and then more and more members take it up 
over an extended period? Moreover, do all members—that is, 100%—eventually adopt the 
innovation or only some lesser proportion? That pattern can be expressed graphically in 
the form of a curve. Research has disclosed that a “typical” pattern, or quantitative adop-
tion curve, is often found. That curve shows what proportion of members has acquired the 
innovation during any point or time period along a time axis.

Between-Groups Diffusion

Note that “within-group” diffusion of innovation is distinct from that which takes place 
“between groups,” although the two are often related. For example, interest in a new 
form of dancing or listening to an innovative style of popular music (as was the case with 
ragtime, jazz, or rock) may initially spread through the population within which it was 
first developed (“in-group diffusion”). Often, however, people in other societies become 
acquainted with innovation. If they begin to show a similar interest, and some members 
start to use the new form, it may then spread widely among members of that second soci-
ety—that is, “between-groups” diffusion (sometimes called “intercultural diffusion”). As 
noted, the process of an innovation spreading from one society to another has long inter-
ested cultural anthropologists, who try to determine the origins of a particular belief, 
artifact, practice, or technology that is present within a culture that they are studying.

An interesting example of intercultural diffusion is the case of the Inuit people in remote 
and frigid northern regions who were using tobacco long before they were first visited 
by Europeans. Those explorers who made those early contacts were astonished to find 
the Inuit people smoking tobacco in ice-and snow-bound parts of the world, in which it 
was totally impossible to grow the plant. Initially, they thought that tobacco had spread 
from its origins in Central America up through the North American continent to the far 
northern regions. Eventually, however, it was discovered that was not the case. Because of 
high mountains, huge distances, and lack of contact between tribes, tobacco did not move 
northward in that manner.

The answer to the puzzle was finally figured out. Tobacco had become an item of trade 
and consequent inter-group diffusion over several centuries. First, it had spread from 
Central America, where growing tobacco originated, up into North America, where 
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Native Americans could grow and use it. Then, after European explorers arrived (essen-
tially in the 1500s) and discovered the plant, tobacco crossed the Atlantic to England, 
where it was widely adopted. From there, it spread rather quickly to other countries on 
the European continent and diffused eastward into Asia. In time, traders crossed the short 
strait between Siberia and Alaska and brought tobacco leaves to trade for furs with the 
indigenous people. The Inuit in Alaska rapidly adopted its use. Thus, tobacco had made 
that remarkable global “diffusion” journey clear around the world long before explorers 
actually encountered Alaska’s native people.

Such society-to-society diffusion is an important process for two reasons. One reason is that 
it can greatly enrich the receiving cultures. Obvious examples can be seen when Americans 
sit down to eat pancakes, pizza, pasta, or indeed many dozens of other foods that originated 
in Europe, Asia, or elsewhere. Americans also use dishes (pottery is an ancient invention), 
wear clothing made of cloth (weaving was invented by pre-historic people), and read books 
and newspapers (the technology of printing was first developed in Germany by Johannes 
Gutenberg in the 1500s). The list of cultural items developed elsewhere and adopted could 
go on and on. If intercultural diffusion had not taken place, no one outside Scotland would 
have steam power, no one outside the United States would have airplanes, and no one outside 
France would be aware that tiny germs cause illness. In other words, the culture of people who 
live in most developed societies today includes literally thousands and thousands of words, 
objects, behavioral codes, beliefs, and other features that originated elsewhere. This provides 
a great advantage. Because of this spread of innovations from one society to another, none is 
totally dependent on its own members to invent and develop the host of ideas and things that 
so enrich their cultures today. As anthropologist Ralph Linton noted:

If every human group had been left to climb upward by its own unaided efforts, pro-
gress would have been so slow that it is doubtful whether any society by now could 
have advanced beyond the level of the Old Stone Age.2

The same is true of scientific fields and academic disciplines. For example, the relatively 
new field of mass communication makes use of statistical procedures, forms of theory 
development, research strategies, and measuring scales that were initially developed in 
other disciplines (e.g., statistical tests of significance, content analysis, attitude scales, and 
sampling procedures). Generally, then, the process of inter-group diffusion can greatly 
enrich the culture of the host group that adopts innovations from outside sources.

Background: Influences of the Industrial Revolution

Prior to the Industrial Revolution, societies and their cultures changed very slowly.3 There 
were, of course, a few inventions. There were also items of culture acquired from other 
societies. Some, like gunpowder, were widely adopted. For the most part, however, it took 
decades for an invention or a new cultural trait to move from one society to another. Then, 
as it did become available to the host society, it often took many decades, or even centu-
ries, to come into wide use among its people. Thus, traditional and pre-industrial societies 
changed slowly indeed. Their ways of life and their social institutions remained relatively 
stable for very long periods of time.

For one thing, the rate of innovation within such a society was low. Fewer things were 
invented in nonindustrial societies. In addition, in societies without mass media, communica-
tion took place mainly by word of mouth. There were a few cities, of course, but most people 
lived in small villages and worked on farms. Only a very few traveled many miles from where 
they were born. Literacy was very low, and only a small number had contact with written mate-
rials. Only the urbane and affluent elite could afford to buy the few books that were available. 
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The same was true of the early newspapers and the few magazines that existed. Obviously, 
these conditions did not lead to the rapid and widespread diffusion of new things or ideas.

Beginning near the end of the eighteenth century, the Industrial Revolution started 
to change all of that. In both Europe and the United States, that revolution accelerated 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As this took place, the rate of invention 
increased sharply. Consequently, the diffusion or spread of innovations also increased 
greatly as new things became available. One reason was that the ability of people to read 
became commonplace. The increased use of mass communications brought new things 
to people’s attention. One of the reasons was that during the nineteenth century, more 
young people went to school as more states adopted free (tax-supported) and compulsory 
primary school education.

With literacy increasing, a rising tide of mass communications soon followed. By 1834, 
the penny press, published daily, became the first mass medium capable of serving truly 
large numbers of ordinary citizens. The daily newspaper was soon supplemented by 
nationally circulated magazines. It was also a time when instantaneous communication 
was beginning. The telegraph became a reality in the 1840s, just before the Civil War. The 
telephone soon followed (in the 1870s). Early in the 1900s, radio broadcasting and film 
were added. As these new media came into wide use, what had been a limited flow of infor-
mation through the society by word of mouth became a flood via various media. The result 
was that news concerning the characteristics of a host of new products, perspectives, and 
ideas was made available easily and quickly to a huge population of potential adopters.

All during this period, significant social and cultural changes took place not only in 
the use of new technologies but also in basic lifestyles. Fundamentally altered were ways 
in which goods were produced, distributed, and consumed. A great advertising industry 
developed to sell the goods and services of the Industrial Revolution. Cheap amusements 
based on popular culture became an urgent necessity as armies of industrial workers were 
crowded into urban centers and had at least some income and leisure time. The demand for 
entertainment and news fired the growth of wide-reaching media empires. Print, film, and 
broadcasting in all their various forms expanded to meet those needs.

In these ways, the Industrial Revolution not only brought mass media and popular cul-
ture, it also altered the very organization of society. The factory system and related economic 
growth greatly expanded the social class structure. Differentiated social levels of income, 
status, and power were created by people’s positions in complex commercial enterprises, 
industrial production systems, and governmental bureaucracies. Populations were mixed 
through migrations as people sought economic opportunity. They moved between countries, 
from farms to cities, and from one region of the country to another. The result was many 
kinds of unlike people living together in urban environments. This diversity reduced the free 
flow of information through informal channels based on friendship, traditional community 
ties, and kinship. The old order of the traditional society was disappearing. People were less 
guided by tradition, less tied to their neighbors, and less bound to their extended families. 
More specifically, people became increasingly dependent on mass media as a means by which 
they could become aware of new products, ideas, and other innovations.

A Vast Increase in Innovations

Beginning in the 1800s, the number of inventions produced in industrializing societies 
greatly increased. All during the twentieth century, the number of innovations available 
rose sharply. That was especially true in societies like the United States. A tidal wave of 
new ideas, procedures, machines, and a host of other items of culture were constantly 
being invented. Some were borrowed from other societies. This greatly increased the flow 
of innovations and swiftly altered almost every aspect of life.
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The Search for Explanations

An important question concerning these changes was why one new thing, practice, or idea 
would be widely adopted, while another would be all but ignored. For example, some 
forms of popular culture, like ragtime music and jazz, became instant successes and were 
immediately adopted by large numbers in the U.S. population as well as by people in other 
societies. Others, like Esperanto—a universal language proposed to unite all people on 
earth—were ignored by all but a few enthusiasts. That question—of why some spread and 
others did not—was seen as critical to understanding the dynamics of social and cultural 
change. A number of scholars at the time attempted to provide explanations. For example, 
as Gabriel Tarde, the French sociologist, posed the issue in 1890:

Our problem is to learn why, given one hundred different innovations conceived of at 
the same time—innovations in the forms of words, in mythological ideas, in industrial 
processes, etc.—ten will spread abroad, while ninety will be forgotten.4

The Diffusion of Hybrid Seed Corn: The Seminal Study

The basic theory of diffusion of innovation that is now relevant to the field of mass com-
munication initially came from an unlikely source. Two rural sociologists, studying the 
diffusion of a new farm practice, developed the basic model. Early in the 1900s, rural 
sociology had been established as a practical academic field in the United States within 
(mainly) state-supported educational institutions. Their mission was to assist rural pop-
ulations in improving their lifestyles and productivity. In particular, as land-grant institu-
tions developed their goals during the 1900s, they took on missions to conduct research 
on technologies and practices that could improve American agriculture. In addition, they 
employed “extension agents,” who were specialists in various fields related to agriculture. 
These agents served as field advisers mainly to farmers to help them solve specific prob-
lems related to crops, animals, or related farming matters. Finally, during the decades 
following World War II, most of the land-grant institutions became complex “universities” 
(such as Louisiana State University).

After World War II came to a close, an additional set of background conditions 
became important. American agricultural technology began to move forward rapidly. 
For example, new pesticides had been developed, and innovations came rapidly in the 
use of antibiotics to control animal diseases. Farm machines were greatly improved, and 
new chemicals came into use to control weeds. As a result of these remarkable innova-
tions, American farmers began to increase their productivity per acre and per worker at 
an unprecedented rate. Indeed, the production of food and other agricultural products 
became so efficient that great surpluses began to develop, and eventually, government 
programs had to be devised that paid farmers not to grow crops. New federal programs 
severely limited the amount of acreage that they could place in production and still 
receive price supports.

One of the main factors in these developments that became evident was that farmers 
did not all instantly adopt the innovative marvels that resulted from the research. For 
example, even though a new way of plowing, a new kind of weed spray, or a new type of 
animal feed could be shown to improve productivity, farmers sometimes ignored, or at 
least resisted, adopting these new technologies. However, if a few farmers took up such 
improvements, and they obviously worked well, eventually many others would follow. 
Nevertheless, a situation that was troubling to the faculty in the state research institutions 
was that diffusion of useful technology was seldom universal. In particular, this frustrated 
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the agricultural scientists who conducted research that could greatly improve farm tech-
nology and practices. Resisting their contributions, they felt, was not rational, and reasons 
why that resistance took place sorely needed study.

This problem of resistance vs. adoption of innovation, which had so interested Gabriel 
Tarde and other early students of social change, was to become an important area of study 
among rural sociologists. Several early investigations of the effectiveness of a communica-
tion medium—specifically, agricultural bulletins issued by the Federal Extension Service—
in promoting new farm technologies were undertaken by rural sociologists. Though most 
of the resulting research reports were known only within limited circles, they suggested the 
importance of this line of inquiry. These relatively obscure studies indicated that the process 
by which farmers adopted new agricultural technology included communication in one way 
or another.

It was from this matrix of events that rural sociologists realized that the human problem 
of the diffusion of innovations was an important area of research that fit well with the 
goals and objectives of the schools of agriculture. One of the studies that was undertaken 
took place at Iowa State University, one of the major land-grant institutions. It looked at 
human factors in the adoption of an important agricultural innovation.

One study, in particular, completed by a professor of rural sociology and his graduate 
student, is now recognized as providing a foundation for the theory of the diffusion of 
innovation. This study, of farmers adopting an agricultural innovation, seemed, at first, 
quite unlikely to have any significance for the new field of mass communication studies. 
Nevertheless, it has become a classic among seminal research projects in the field.

The Innovation

One of the most important events in the improvement of agricultural technology dur-
ing the years preceding World War II was the development of hybrid seed corn. The term 
“hybrid” refers to the offspring of any genetically mixed parentage. With respect to plants, 
it means crossing varieties of specific plants, like corn, with other kinds of corn that have 
an unlike genetic constitution. This is done by controlling pollination. (This is not the 
same as the more modern practice of gene modification.) If the parent plants are appropri-
ately selected and cross-pollination is successful, the hybrids that are produced sometimes 
have a vigor and resistance to such factors as drought and disease that may not be found in 
the contributing strains. Just such qualities were present in the hybrid seed corn that was 
developed in the late 1920s at Iowa State University and at other land-grant institutions. 
Once perfected, the innovation was then produced and sold to farmers by commercial seed 
companies during the Depression years of the 1930s.

While such hybrid seeds undoubtedly have many advantages, there is one negative fea-
ture that must be considered. Hybrid seeds saved from a crop will not reproduce exactly 
the same plants the next year. Thus, farmers who had for generations reserved seed from 
their current crop, so as to plant another identical type of corn next year, could not do that 
with the hybrid varieties. They had to purchase new seeds each year for every planting. 
That, of course, represented a considerable expense, especially during the 1930s, which 
had been so economically difficult for farmers. Offsetting this economic disadvantage, 
however, was the fact that the use of hybrid seeds led to much larger crops of better overall 
quality and with somewhat less risk to the perils of drought. Still, there was this trade-off, 
and it was an important factor as individual farmers considered the adoption of the new 
seeds. Nevertheless, the benefits seemed so clear for the nation’s food supply that during 
the 1930s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture increasingly advocated the use of hybrid 
seed by Midwestern corn farmers.
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By virtually any measure, hybrid seed corn was a great success as an agricultural tech-
nology. As a result of this new product, it was estimated that between 1933 and 1939, acre-
age in hybrid corn increased from 40,000 to 24 million acres (about one-fourth of the 
nation’s corn acreage). As Ryan and Gross reported in 1948:

The introduction of hybrid seed corn has been the most striking technical advance in 
Midwestern agriculture during the past decade. Although a few experimenters had 
been acquainted with this new and sturdier seed for many years, only since 1937 has it 
become a nationally important production factor.5

In spite of the fact that the use of this agricultural innovation had spread rapidly 
among corn growers in many parts of the country, relatively little was known about the 
process of diffusion on an individual-by-individual basis. By 1939, for example, 75% of the 
farmers in Iowa were planting hybrid seeds. Yet no studies had been made as to why such 
farmers had altered their traditional practice of saving seeds from year to year. What 
information did they receive, through what channels, and how did this influence their 
decision-making?

The seminal study of the diffusion of innovation, which is now regarded as a classic, was 
conducted by Bryce Ryan and Neal C. Gross. Published in 1943, the study was designed by 
Ryan, who had been on the faculty of the Iowa State University in the department of rural 
sociology since 1938. His special area of interest was in processes of social change. He rec-
ognized that there were nonrational aspects of economic decision-making that probably 
played a part in the diffusion of innovation. Neal Gross became Ryan’s graduate assistant 
in 1941. It was he who gathered the empirical data by conducting interviews with farmers. 
He used the data in his master’s thesis.6

Purpose of the Study

The principal focus of the study was to try and uncover the process by which an individual 
farmer decided to adopt and use the new corn seed. That goal was stated by Ryan and 
Gross in the following terms:

Analysis of this diffusion has a special significance in that it represents a farm trait 
which can almost unqualifiedly be termed a ‘good (economic) farm practice.’ The 
study of its spread may offer some factual knowledge of conditions attendant to the 
eminently successful diffusion of a rational technique.7

More specifically, a number of important issues were explored. For example, did the 
general condition of the economy play a part in the decisions of farmers to adopt and use 
this new type of seed? In particular, were farmers inhibited by the cost of the seed? On 
the other hand, were the decisions of some motivated by the prospect of larger profits? In 
addition, how did these farmers find out about this innovation? What were the channels of 
communication by which they first learned about hybrid seed corn? What part was played 
by radio, printed media, personal contacts with salesmen, advice received from neighbors 
or friends, or communications from some other source? In addition, how important was 
each of those communication channels in the final decision by an individual farmer to 
adopt? Another issue was how long it took between awareness and action. That is, once 
the individual became aware of the new seed, did he start planting it right away, or did 
it take some time? If so, how much time elapsed before adoption? Finally, what was the 
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time pattern by which the innovation spread widely among corn farmers? Did the curve of 
diffusion follow an “s-shaped” cumulative normal ogive (such as was the case with other 
phenomena studied in various fields), or what?8

Research Method and Strategy

To provide answers to these questions, Ryan designed a research project based on personal 
interviews with farmers who were raising corn. He selected two small communities, each 
about forty to fifty miles from Ames, the site of Iowa State University. Of the 259 farmers 
finally included in the study, each lived near either Jefferson or Grand Junction, which are 
quite typical of small Iowa “Corn Belt” towns. Each farmer studied had more than twenty 
acres in production and was included in the sample only if he had been planting corn 
before hybrid seed became available. Thus, each respondent in the sample had been able 
to adopt the new seed as an innovation.

As noted, Neal Gross personally interviewed each of these respondents. Those inter-
viewed were asked when they had begun their first use of hybrid seed corn (if they indeed 
were using it). In addition, they were asked to identify their earliest source of informa-
tion about the new kind of seed and when that information came to their attention. The 
respondents were also asked to evaluate the importance of these sources. That is, how 
important were they in leading them to take up the practice?

Findings and Implications

What the researchers discovered was that deciding to adopt was not a quick decision. 
Among most, it took place on a gradual basis. Almost none of the farmers had suddenly 
changed his entire acreage from the older freely pollinated seed to the new hybrid. The 
majority had first experimented by trying it out in a small area before making the change. 
An important background factor here may have been the general economic conditions of 
the nation. As noted earlier, during the 1930s, the county was in the Great Depression. 
These were very bad times for farmers. Many had suffered financially during the early 
1930s (before federal farm support programs were enacted). While people in cities went 
hungry, many farmers could not sell their crops. With no one to buy them, they simply had 
to let them rot in the fields. During the mid-1930s, the Roosevelt administration developed 
federal programs to support agriculture, and conditions for farmers got better. Even so, 
paying a considerable amount of money for a new type of seed—even with the prospect of 
a more bountiful harvest—still seemed to many to be a gamble. Midwestern farmers were 
notoriously conservative, and given the economic difficulties of the time, it is not surpris-
ing that many held back on wholesale and immediate adoption.

Communication Channels for First Learning

By what means did these farmers first learn about the innovation? A number of different com-
munication channels were involved. Some were word of mouth; others were via various media. 
Almost half of the respondents indicated that they first heard about the innovation from sales-
men who worked for the seed companies. A lesser number, only 14.6%, named neighbors as 
their initial source. Another small number was informed by relatives. Among those who learned 
from media, about 10% first learned of the seed’s existence from advertisements on the radio. 
In addition, 10.7% learned from farm journals. A small number learned from the university’s 
extension service. Thus, both interpersonal and mediated communication played a part.
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In terms of influencing the farmer’s decision, not all of these sources were equally impor-
tant. For example, the most influential source was neighbors. While they were not named 
with great frequency as the origins of their earliest information, their assessments and judg-
ments were trusted. (See discussion of “opinion leaders” in Chapter 11.) In contrast, while 
seed company salesmen were mentioned as the most frequent source of initial information, 
they were not seen as equally trustworthy sources influencing the decision to adopt.

Time between Learning and Adoption

The time period between first learning and making the decision to adopt turned out to be a 
lengthy one. For many farmers, several years passed between when they first heard of hybrid 
seed corn and when they actually began to plant it. In fact, the modal time period between 
learning and planting was between five and six years. What this implied was that many farm-
ers knew a great deal about hybrid seed corn before they actually started using it.

Another complex relationship existed between the time of first learning and the degree to 
which various interpersonal and media sources actually served as channels of information 
that were influential in the adoption decision. For example, seed company salesmen were 
the most active sources of information for the farmers who adopted in the early period 
when they first learned of the existence of the new seed (from 1928 to 1935). Moreover, sales-
men were also influential among the earliest adopters. These were farmers who acquired 
the innovation between the first of those years during which most adoptions were actually 
made (1935 to 1940). However, the influence of salesmen declined sharply later. For those 
who adopted late (after about 1936), salesmen played little part in their decision.

In terms of interpersonal channels, neighbors were important in two ways. In many 
cases, they were the ones who brought the seed to the attention of adopters, especially 
during the early 1930s. In addition, neighbors became increasingly influential during those 
years when the hybrid seed was actually being adopted. In particular, they were far more 
influential than salesmen during the last half of the 1930s. Generally, then, mass media—
such as farm journals and radio ads—were not as important in promoting the adoption 
of this innovation as were interpersonal contacts. However, in the earlier period, before 
1935, both played some part in bringing the innovation to the attention of the respondents.

The results made one thing clear. The processes of interpersonal communication, identi-
fied by Ryan and Gross as having been highly influential in bringing about the acquisition 
of this agricultural technology, did not fit earlier assumptions of scholars about how such 
diffusion took place. Some had suggested that it was a result of random activity. That is, 
the actors involved in the diffusion of an innovation—such as salesmen, county extension 
agents, relatives, mass communicators, or others in this case—were thought to encounter 
each other in some form of a chance-like pattern, and the result was the adoption of the 
item. Clearly, that idea did not make sense in the case of the hybrid seed corn. What the 
researchers found was a web of relatively orderly interpersonal and media contacts. Within 
those established patterns of social interaction, neighbors and salesmen, as well as attention 
to mass communications, played the central roles in providing initial information about 
the innovation and defining it as an important one for those who would eventually adopt it.

It was that finding that made the Ryan and Gross study important. They had established 
that the diffusion of innovation appears to depend on some combination of well-established 
interpersonal ties plus habitual exposure to mass communications. It is for that reason that 
their study is now regarded as a milestone in the study of the diffusion of innovation. It 
became a classic and seminal study not because it revealed how a particular kind of corn 
seed came to be used by farmers in Iowa but in part because it focused on the process by 
which diffusion of innovation takes place to become a basis for social change. This idea 
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challenged the explanations offered by earlier scholars, such as Gabriel Tarde, who had 
tried to identify that process in the 1890s. By the 1940s, however, the social sciences—uti-
lizing the strategies and procedures common to other sciences—were able to identify the 
process of diffusion of innovation on an individual-by-individual basis. This enabled those 
sciences to incorporate research, such as that of Ryan and Gross, into the general body of 
concepts important to the study of social change.

For the contemporary field of mass communication, the hybrid seed study provided a 
foundation and conceptual framework for understanding the process of diffusion more 
generally. It identified a link between awareness of something new—often provided by 
information transmitted by mass media—and the action of adoption. Adoption can take 
many forms. It might mean purchases of an advertised product, modification of beliefs, or 
opinions advocated by an information campaign. It can mean changes of attitudes sought 
by persistent public relations efforts or other modifications of behavior that result from 
incidental lessons learned in attention to mass-communicated messages.

Since the time of the hybrid seed study, a very large literature concerning the diffusion 
of innovation has accumulated. As additional studies were undertaken, the boundaries 
between studies of the acquisition of new technology and the study of influences of mass 
communication began to merge. Indeed, by the early 1960s, there was keen interest in 
research by media scholars on the spread of innovations. By 2003, when the fifth edition 
of his definitive work on the process and effects of the diffusion of innovations, Everett 
Rogers estimated that more than 5,000 reports and studies on diffusion had been pub-
lished.9 The innovations under study by that time were diverse indeed, and included 
medical practices, agricultural technology, educational changes, birth control methods, 
consumer products, manufacturing techniques, and a variety of other inventions and 
changes. Recently, for example, a number of studies have been published that report on 
the determinants of public acceptance and adoption of autonomous, connected, and 
electric vehicles.10

Stages in the Decision Process

As the focus of scholarship shifted from pattern to process, increasing research attention 
was focused on the stages involved when individuals made decisions to adopt and use 
something new. As a result, many of the concepts involved were clarified. For example, 
as indicated earlier, Rogers defined an innovation in a simple way as “an idea, practice or 
object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption.”11 This defini-
tion has a number of advantages. Perhaps most important, it makes what the individual 
perceives the key to what constitutes an innovation. In other words, it matters little whether 
or not the item is “new” in some real sense. A person will regard it as an innovation if it 
appears to him or her as something he or she did not know about earlier. Moreover, Roger’s 
definition is consistent with a variety of different types of studies of the diffusion process. 
Some are concerned with individual persons (such as farmers). Others focus on different 
kinds of adopters (such as nations, cities, organizations, and other kinds of groups).

Generally, an individual’s decision about whether or not to adopt an innovation is not 
instantaneous. Instead, it is a process that may occur over a period of time, and includes 
a series of actions or stages. Initially, based on the work of Ryan and Gross, these stages 
were identified as awareness, interest, evaluation, trial, and finally, adoption. Later, based 
on additional research, Rogers clarified the stages in the decision process, now referred to 
as knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation, and confirmation.

Rogers also addressed a question that remained controversial at the time—whether 
awareness of an innovation is created on a random basis or in some other way. This 
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explanation was not supported by the findings from the Ryan and Gross study. For 
example, paying attention to media, or even interpersonal messages, about hybrid seed 
corn, would have had little interest for the average city dweller. Such a person might have 
encountered the information by chance, but close attention would have been unlikely. In 
contrast, that information was important to a corn farmer in Iowa. Therefore, Rogers rea-
soned that awareness appears to be related to a significant interest or need—one that might 
be satisfied by adopting the new product or technology.12

Specifically, then, the first stage of the innovation-decision process begins with knowl-
edge, when the (potential) adopter learns of the existence of the innovation and gains an 
understanding of it. In this stage, mass media channels as well as interpersonal contacts 
may transmit the information about its existence to the attention of the potential user. 
When an individual becomes aware of the innovation, his or her interest may be aroused. 
Generally, we pay attention to messages that are consistent with our interests, needs, or 
existing attitudes. If that is not the case, the process ends with this stage.

Then, once the individual understands the nature of the innovation, the second stage, 
persuasion, becomes important. At this stage, the potential adopter forms a favorable or 
unfavorable attitude toward the innovation.

If the person’s interest has been aroused, and the innovation is perceived as being con-
sistent with his or her interests and needs, the individual may search actively and purpo-
sively for more information about the item. As Rogers noted, the selective use of media 
and other information sources guide behavior at this point.13 The potential adopter has 
to evaluate whether the innovation will actually meet the interest or need that he or she 
thought was important in the previous stage. Rogers refers to this as a sort of “mental” 
trial stage. Here the person decides whether the problem-solving advantages of adopting 
the innovation truly outweigh its disadvantages (costs, risks, effort, etc.).14

It is in the third, or decision, stage, that the individual engages in activities that lead to a 
choice to adopt or reject the innovation.

It is in this stage that the innovation is often first used. When possible, for example, most 
people want to try the innovation before making a decision. In many cases, this is done 
on a small scale. Planting a trial plot was clearly the case among the Iowa farmers. They 
often planted a few of their acres in the new corn in order to compare the results with the 
full crop that they had been raising. But in many situations, for many innovations, parallel 
small-scale trials may not be possible. In these situations, the new item may be used tem-
porarily before a final decision is made. An example is the common practice of taking a 
“test drive” in a new car before a final purchase decision is made.

After activities such as these, the person will make a decision to adopt or reject. If the 
decision is to adopt, the innovation is acquired. When this takes place, in the implementa-
tion stage, the innovation is used on a more-or-less permanent basis as part of the individ-
ual’s behavioral routines. At this point, the person becomes a part of the population who 
has adopted, and he or she is added to the diffusion curve.

However, the decision process can also lead to a decision to reject. In fact, a decision to 
reject can occur at any stage. For example, it is possible to reject an innovation at the knowl-
edge stage simply by forgetting about it, or even after a decision to adopt has been made.

Research indicates that the decision to adopt (and acquire the innovation), or reject the 
innovation, are not the final stages in the process. In the fifth, or confirmation, stage, the 
individual seeks reinforcement for his or her decision, and may even reverse the previous 
decision if exposed to conflicting messages about the innovation. For example, after the 
purchase of a new car, many people report that they suddenly seem to see that same make 
and model on the road more than ever. In truth, they probably never noticed before, but 
after purchasing the expensive new car, they are looking for confirmation that they indeed 
made a good decision.
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Types of Adopters and the S-Shaped Curve

An additional issue addressed by the Ryan and Gross study was to identify differences 
among types of people who adopted the innovation at various time intervals along the 
accumulating s-curve. They identified what they called “innovators,” who were the earliest 
adopters in that they were the very first to try out the new seed. They also identified what 
they termed “early adopters.” These consisted of a slightly larger number who began using 
the hybrid seed after seeing it demonstrated by the innovators. The next category was the 
“majority.” These were the farmers who adopted the innovation in large numbers between 
1940 and 1941. Finally, they defined “later acceptors” as those who did not take up the 
innovation until most of their neighbors were already using it. Thus, the study not only 
shifted attention from pattern to process as a major emphasis, but also the hybrid seed corn 
study identified types of adopters as a focus of concern.

As research accumulated on diffusion in later years, such differences between categories 
of adopters came to be intensively studied.15 Rogers integrated the pattern, the process, and 
the types of people into a synthesis of adopter categories on the basis of a personality trait he 
termed “innovativeness.” His classifications included “innovators,” the initial 2.5% who are 
first to adopt in the s-shaped curve. Innovators are described as venturesome. These indi-
viduals must be able to cope with a high degree of uncertainty about the innovation when 
they decide to adopt, since less may be known about the innovation at that time. The “early 
adopters” (the next 13.5%), are more integrated into the local social system than are the inno-
vators. This group has the highest degree of opinion leadership, and individuals in this group 
are often consulted by others for advice and information about an innovation. Early adopters 
are respected for their judgment and opinions, and they decrease uncertainty about new ideas 
and innovations. As a result, early adopters help to prompt more adoptions. Next, the “early 
majority adopters” (34%), adopt new ideals and innovations just before the average member 
of a system. They may deliberate for some time before making a decision. They frequently 
interact with their peers, and are an important link between very early adopters and relatively 
late adopters. The “late majority adopters” (another 34%) are more cautious and skeptical when 
making decisions. They adopt new ideas and innovations just after the average member of a 
social system, and usually do so as a result of increasing peer pressure. The final category, the 
“laggards” (16% who are the last to adopt), are more traditional in their outlook and tend to 
make decisions on the basis of what has been done in the past. Their resources are often limited 
and they must be certain a new idea or innovation will succeed before deciding to adopt.16 Each 
of these figures is a percent of the normal curve—which plotted in an accumulated manner 
forms an “s” shape. In addition, Rogers defined “diffusion” in a clear way that identified the 

Figure 18.1 The Innovation decision process. Adapted from Lewis, Facio, and Berrios, 2019.
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major related concepts. As he put it, “Diffusion is a special type of communication. Diffusion 
is the process by which innovations spread to the members of a social system.”17

As the hybrid seed corn study and a number of studies have shown, diffusion takes place 
over time. As explained, innovations typically form an s-shaped curve as they are adopted 
within a population.

The diffusion curve is one that accumulates slowly at first, as innovators start the pro-
cess, then rises much more rapidly when early adopters and then the majority take up the 
item. Then it tapers off as late adopters are added. In its final stage, it flattens out due to 
non-adopters. Thus, that curve or distribution reveals the percentages of the relevant pop-
ulation of potential adopting units that have taken up the item at various points in time. 
As noted, these may be individuals or some other types of units, such as school systems, 
military forces, cities, or even national governments. However, as research began to accu-
mulate, it became clear that different kinds of innovations diffuse at different rates.

Eventually, as research accumulated, what was found was a family of different-appear-
ing curves. For example, some innovations can sweep through a population of adopters 
very swiftly. This was the case with home television receivers between 1950 and 1960. Even 
under those conditions, they form an s-shaped curve, such as that identified by Rogers. 
Other types of innovations may take many decades to become widely adopted. That was 
clearly the case with daily newspapers, as they were increasingly used between about 1840 
and 1910. Even so, their diffusion pattern formed a more extended, but typical, s-shaped 
curve. Thus, the pattern of diffusion (whether swift or slow) will depend on the particular 
trait and the different characteristics of the types of people who become aware of its exist-
ence and potential value for their purposes.

Attributes of Innovations That Influence Adoption

Some innovations become widespread throughout a population quickly. For exam-
ple, within a dozen years, approximately 70% of adult Americans adopted the Internet. 
However, others may take a longer period of time to come into wide use, or never become 

Figure 18.2 Adopter categories over time and the “S-Shaped Curve”. Adapted from Lewis, Facio, 
and Berrios, 2019.
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widely adopted. What makes the difference? Can we predict which innovations will be 
successfully adopted, and those which may not?

Research indicates that certain attributes or characteristics of innovations, and people’s 
perceptions of these characteristics, can affect the rate of adoption. Indeed, the perceived 
attributes of an innovation are an important explanation of the rate or speed with which 
an innovation is adopted by members of a social system. According to Rogers, most of the 
variance in the rate of adoption, as much as 87%, maybe explained by five attributes or char-
acteristics: Relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability.18

Relative advantage is defined as the degree to which an innovation is perceived as being 
better, or an improvement, over that which it replaces. The advantage could be economic 
(lower cost to acquire or use), social (greater prestige or status), or it could be easier to use 
or more effective. A new innovation can confer an advantage in a number of ways to an 
individual adopter.

Compatibility is defined as the degree to which an innovation is perceived as consist-
ent with existing values, past experiences, and needs of potential adopters. For example, 
during the 2020 pandemic, many people refused to wear face masks to curb the spread of 
infection, because they objected to mandates that were contrary to their value of freedom 
of expression and their belief that this was an individual decision. An idea or innovation 
that is compatible is more likely to be adopted.

Complexity is the degree to which an innovation may be perceived as relatively difficult 
to understand and use. Obviously, an innovation that is easier to use and understand will 
have an advantage over a similar one that is more complex and requires special knowledge 
or skills to use.

Trialability is the degree to which an innovation may be tested or experimented with 
on a limited basis. Generally, new ideas or innovations that can be tried or tested before 
purchase or adoption are adopted more rapidly than those that are not. Being able to 
try something first can reduce the uncertainty about something that is new. A free trial 
subscription to a streaming service, such as Sling or Apple TV, for example, can help one 
decide if it offers something useful for the money to the subscriber.

Observability is defined as the degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to 
others. Some farmers in the Ryan and Gross study, for example, waited until they could see 
what happened when neighboring farmers planted a field with the seed.

Conclusions

It is widely recognized that the Ryan and Gross study was the classic and seminal study of 
the pattern and process of the diffusion of innovation. This is the case because it focused 
attention on the four major factors that are influences on the diffusion of an innovation. 
These are (1) a specific innovation; (2) processes of interpersonal and mass communication 
that create awareness of the item; (3) a specific kind of group, population, or social sys-
tem; and (4) different categories of individuals who made decisions at various stages as the 
item diffuses through the relevant population. Furthermore, the study served as a begin-
ning point that shifted scholarly interest from an almost exclusive concern with the pat-
tern formed by diffusion through a population over time to the human personal behavior 
involved in the action of adoption.

For the field of mass communication, the hybrid seed corn study called attention to the 
relative role of media versus interpersonal channels in communicating awareness of the 
innovation. At the time, this was not a major objective of the Ryan and Gross study. They 
were interested in diffusion as a sociological phenomenon. For that reason, their research 
did not show that mass communications played a particularly important part in either 
informing the relevant population about the innovation or persuading them to adopt it. 
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However, today, with the media greatly expanded, and for many kinds of innovations, that 
would not be the case. The media are now far more significant as sources of information to 
the populations that they serve.

One of the reasons is that, at the time of the study, mass communications played a rela-
tively minor part in the lives of corn farmers in Iowa. The setting was a rural environment, 
which more closely resembled a traditional society where word-of-mouth communication 
channels were more important than newspapers and radio. In addition, a new kind of seed 
corn was not the kind of innovative product that would normally be advertised via the 
common mass media that were operative at the time. Thus, among the Iowa corn farmers, 
interpersonal channels—that is, salesmen and neighbors—were far more important chan-
nels of communication in bringing the innovation to the attention of potential adopters.

Generally, in contemporary times, the mass media serve as far more significant sources 
of first learning about new ideas, products, or services. We hear of a new iPhone, soft drink, 
or cholesterol medication from ads on television or websites or from social media. We 
encounter new hairstyles or slang expressions in movies. Even those innovations related 
to our occupations will probably first come to our attention when we read a newsletter or 
specialty publication, rather than interpersonally from neighbors, family, or friends.

Media-Influenced Diffusion of Innovation Theory: A Summary

From the above considerations and the extensive body of findings that have produced 
explanations of the conditions and process of the diffusion of innovations, the basic prop-
ositions of the theory can be set forth in the following terms:

1 The diffusion process begins with a knowledge stage, in which those who may ulti-
mately adopt an innovation learn of its existence (often from the mass media) and gain 
an understanding of the nature of the innovation. Awareness of the innovation may 
arouse interest in the innovation.

2 In the persuasion stage, potential adopters form a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward 
the innovation. If interested in the innovation, those who contemplate adoption may 
devote increasing attention to the innovation and seek additional information about it, in 
order to evaluate the applicability of the innovation to their present and future situations.

3 In the decision stage, individuals engage in activities, such as trying the innovation, 
that lead to the decision to adopt or reject the innovation.

4 Therefore, in the implementation stage, a number of innovators actually acquire and 
use the innovation on a full scale. After that, increasing numbers adopt it, and the 
accumulation of users follows a characteristic “s-shaped curve” that starts upward 
slowly, then rises quickly, and finally levels off.

5 Finally, in the confirmation stage, individuals may seek reinforcement of the decision 
already made.

In a very real sense, then, it was the Ryan and Gross study of hybrid seed corn that pro-
vided the foundation for the development of this theory, as well as the flood of research that 
followed. The resulting accumulation of research by Rogers and others greatly expanded 
our understanding of the process of the diffusion of innovations of all kinds—regardless 
of whether those who were potential adopters of the new item first learned about it from 
neighbors or other interpersonal channels, or from the mass media. The important con-
tribution made by the Ryan and Gross study was that (1) there are stages in the diffusion 
process, that (2) different categories of adopters are involved in these stages, that (3) there 
a number of channels by which the adopters receive different influences, and that (4) the 



Media-Influenced Diffusion of Innovation Theory 289

s-shaped pattern typically described the pattern of diffusion over time. These contributions 
are as valid today as they were in Iowa in the 1940s. They help in understanding how new 
traits spread through a relevant population of adopting units.

Research on the patterns and process of diffusion of innovations have been pursued in 
such diverse fields as national development, public health, geography, marketing, the diffu-
sion of media technologies, changes in manufacturing processes, educational innovations, 
new government policies, and dozens of others.19

Questions for Discussion

1 As discussed in this chapter, when an individual becomes aware of a new innovation 
(idea, practice, thing, etc.), the decision to adopt takes place in stages. However, the 
decision process can also lead to a decision to reject. Can you think of a recent inno-
vation that wasn’t widely accepted or adopted? Why do you think this happened? 
Analyze what occurred, using the stages in the adoption process and the characteris-
tics of an innovation that can influence the adoption decision.

2 Think of a current innovation that you may have just recently become aware of or 
adopted/purchased. Overall, thinking about the people who have already adopted, 
what stage in the adoption cycle is it (innovator, early adopter, early majority, late 
majority, or laggard)? Analyze.
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19 A Theory of Audience and Media 
Dependency on Popular Culture

As the mass media developed in the United States, they came to rely heavily on popu-
lar entertainment content. This dependency was first established by the mass newspapers 
as they began their development in the 1830s. Unlike their colonial predecessors, their 
emphasis was less on serious news and more on reports on crime, scandals, human inter-
est, and other kinds of entertaining stories that would capture and hold the attention of 
their readers.

Those early entrepreneurs understood clearly the importance of numbers. The charac-
teristics of those who made up those numbers were largely irrelevant. It did not matter 
whether they were educated or poorly schooled; male or female; politically active or not; 
or if they were of a particular religion, political persuasion, occupation, or age. What 
did matter was that they could purchase the common products that were advertised in the 
newspaper.

The bottom line was that large numbers of subscribers and readers brought in large reve-
nues—not so much from subscriptions or street sales but from advertisers, who wanted their 
messages seen by the largest possible numbers of potential consumers. To maximize those 
numbers, the content of the newspapers had to emphasize what the public liked to read 
about. This formula (popular content attracts the attention of the largest audience, which 
brings in the money) became the fundamental operating principle of each of the remaining 
media that developed in the United States early in the nineteenth century. Today it applies 
equally well, not only to print media but also to radio, television, the movies, the Internet, 
and social media platforms. It will continue to apply as our media develop further in the 
future. As they say, “There ain’t no free lunch.” Someone has to pay the costs. There are 
really no alternatives to that principle in a political democracy in which capitalism, with 
privately owned media, is the economic institution. Few want the government to operate 
the media and control their content.

Given that situation, and looking at our current media, few would disagree that their 
content—from what appears in the venerable daily newspaper to the latest offerings on the 
other mass media—is mainly a mixture that includes or even emphasizes various kinds of 
popular entertainment. Serious information, and content of more artistic sophistication, 
can be found in media sources for those who seek it. However, most people attend to mass 
communications for recreation, relaxation, diversion, or, arguably, needs gratification—
and, in many cases, utilitarian purposes.

The term usually applied by scholars to the overwhelming majority of the entertainment 
content presented by the mass media is “popular culture.” Included in that broad concept 
are various forms of music, talk shows, romance and mystery novels, soap operas, motion 
pictures, spectator sports, magazines, videos on YouTube, etc., and that part of the con-
tent of broadcast and print news that is aimed at amusing the audience. The list could go 
on and on. Even a casual check on any of the mass media at any hour of any day would 
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show that what is being presented to audiences is of limited artistic, intellectual, moral, or 
educational merit. It is aimed mainly at providing interesting diversion that poses few cer-
ebral challenges to those who are attending. That statement is not intended as a criticism 
of the media but as a factual description of how they manage to stay in business and make 
profits. Collectively referred to as “popular” or sometimes mass culture, this type of con-
tent remains the overwhelming mainstay of modern media systems in the United States 
and in similar capitalistic democracies.

The Many Meanings of “Culture”

It may be confusing to use the term “culture” to characterize the kind of content that is so 
overwhelmingly encountered via the mass media. The reason is that the term actually has 
many distinct meanings that have little to do with mass communication. Therefore, it may 
be helpful to review very briefly how the term “culture” is used with alternative specific 
meanings. This will help make clear exactly what is being discussed in a theory of media 
dependency on popular culture.

Culture as a Design for Living

The term “culture” as applied to the collective human condition was first used in 1871 
by Edward B. Tylor—an early anthropologist.1 The original meaning of the term, as 
described by Tylor, continues to characterize the ways in which anthropologists and 
other social scientists use it even today. That is, among such scholars, the concept of 
“culture” is defined as the social heritage of a society—its total “design” for conducting 
a collective life. Culture is not the same idea as “society.” That term refers to a large 
number of living people who lead a common life—interacting in various ways according 
to a pattern of social organization and usually in a defined spatial area. Essentially, cul-
ture refers to what those people believe, do, use, or produce. In this sense, the culture of 
a society can be regarded as all of the things and ideas that its population makes use of. 
That includes all of its shared beliefs and rules; all of its symbolic usages, such as lan-
guage and numerical systems; its values; its amusements; and its entire array of material 
objects and tools.

Culture, in this sense, represents solutions. Each generation passes on its “design for 
living” to the next. Its social heritage is made up of a body of techniques and technolo-
gies for handling problems of living. For example, our generation does not have to invent 
a language so that we can communicate. We need not invent ways to control fire or use 
the wheel. Those solutions were developed many thousands of years ago.2 As time went 
on, clever people either invented or borrowed from others (who had invented them) ways 
to grow and harvest food and use metals, pottery, and cloth. As more centuries passed, 
an understanding of both the human and the heavenly bodies was developed, steam was 
harnessed, and factories were built. In time, science flowered to offer still more solutions. 
Eventually, swift communication media, medical treatments, automobiles, airplanes, and 
computers were perfected. The mass media that we enjoy today were a part of this ever- 
increasing and ongoing accumulation of culture.

Clearly, the term “culture,” used in this way, is enormously broad and inclusive. It encom-
passes everything that has ever been invented, borrowed, and then adopted to become a 
common part of what people use to deal with the problems that they face. It includes all 
the intellectual knowledge we store in libraries or on the Internet, the content of what we 
teach in schools, and the total of all technologies, techniques, and tools that have ever 
been produced and are present in one form or another in our society.
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Obviously, the term “culture” as used in this way in social science is so broad that 
it almost boggles the mind. For that reason, social scientists use another, somewhat 
more restrictive, concept. The term subculture focuses more narrowly on the way of life 
(social heritage) of some particular category of people in a complex society. These may 
be a social class; a regional population; a religious, racial, or ethnic category; or those 
in a particular occupation. For example, in the United States, there has developed what 
many social scientists refer to as “middle-class culture.” It includes all of the physical 
things (houses, lawns, cars, clothing styles, foods), along with shared values, patterns 
of recreation, beliefs, and practices that make up our middle-class (typically suburban) 
way of life.

To illustrate, it includes a shared belief that it is important to postpone gratification in 
the interests of long-term reward. It is this shared belief that motivates many middle-class 
people (and others) to make short-run sacrifices so that longer-term goals can be achieved. 
Those whose way of life corresponds to this subculture usually continue into college and 
even into graduate programs rather than terminating their education right after high 
school. They aim at higher levels of employment and larger incomes than lower levels of 
education would provide. They save for their eventual retirement or for their children’s 
forthcoming college expenses.

Other categories in modern societies follow distinctive lifestyles (subcultures) with their 
own sets of beliefs and practices. These include various occupational categories (physi-
cians, lawyers, truck drivers, construction workers, and so on). Also included are various 
kinds of ethnic and minority categories. Thus, the shared beliefs of African Americans are 
not identical to those of Native Americans. Each of the major regions (e.g., New England, 
the Deep South) also tends to have somewhat distinct subcultures.

The use of the term “culture” with the associated meanings just described has little to 
do with the content of the mass media. As social scientists would agree, the mass media 
and their content make up only one feature of the general American culture. They would 
also agree that those who can be identified as members of various subcultures may have 
different tastes for and patterns of usage of distinct types of media content. However, the 
idea of “popular” or “mass” culture is quite different.

High Culture

Another use of the term “culture” focuses on artistic products, participation in and tastes 
of more “refined” activities among those who consider themselves apart from most mem-
bers of mass society. They are so identified because of their knowledge about and enjoy-
ment of works of art, music, dance, literature that have been produced by highly skilled 
and talented artists, musicians, writers, and so on. Many of those works were produced 
by honored individuals—mainly Europeans—who died long ago. Those who produced 
“great literary works” generally lived during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries or 
the early part of the twentieth century. “Classical” music is mainly a product of a few 
dozen composers of the last few centuries. The recognized “master painters” are mostly 
confined to those who worked in Italy, France, and in a few cases, other countries during 
the same period. Until relatively recently, few Americans were recognized as among this 
elite, and few from Africa, Asia, or South America. A “cultured” individual would be 
expected to be familiar with, enjoy, and have high regard for the works produced by this 
somewhat limited number of persons.

Not only has there for many centuries been an admiration for what can be termed 
“high” or “elite” culture, but there has also been a conviction that what holds interest 
for most persons may be debasing or even destructive—in particular for young and 
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tender minds. This has often produced a clash between those who value high culture 
and those who prefer simpler forms. In ancient Greece, for example, the elite of the 
society were fond of plays, music, and poetry. They wanted their children to be exposed 
to artistic products of aesthetic and moral value that would have a positive influence 
on shaping their character. They were troubled by the possibility that their children 
would be exposed to more common stories and tales that would pose a threat to their 
minds. As noted in an earlier chapter, in Plato’s famous work The Republic, where he 
outlined the nature of the ideal city-state, Plato set forth his prescriptions for educating 
the young:

Then shall we simply allow our children to listen to any stories that anyone happens to 
make up, and so receive in their minds ideas often the very opposite of those we think 
they ought to have when they grow up?

‘No, certainly not.’ [replies Glaucon, who is being addressed].

In seems, then, our first business will be to supervise the making of fables and legends, 
rejecting all which are unsatisfactory; and we shall induce nurses and mothers to tell 
their children only those which we have approved …. Most of the stories now in use 
must be discarded.3

If these ideas have a strangely modern ring, it is because the content of elite culture has 
always been regarded as beneficial and uplifting, while simpler forms of cultural content 
that children may encounter have often been both feared and rejected by those who are 
concerned about their influences on children. Today, much of what can be encountered in 
the mass media—portrayals of violence, mindless drama formulas, depictions of sexual 
activities, and vulgar language—cause the same reactions among those committed to high 
culture that their counterparts experienced in Plato’s time.

Folk Culture

Still another use of the term “culture” is its application to the creative products of tradi-
tional people. Members of tribal or agricultural societies produce many kinds of music, 
songs, poems, stories, dances, rugs, pottery, masks, and many other kinds of decorated 
objects. These are termed “folk” culture. Their styles and forms are often unique to a par-
ticular village or language community. The members of such groups use these products in 
activities that are a normal part of their everyday lives.

People in traditional societies all over the world have produced folk culture, and it is 
regarded as a valuable art form. Examples would be the pottery traditionally made and 
used daily by particular tribes of Native Americans in the Rio Grande valley before con-
tact with Europeans. Ancient pieces discovered in burial sites are treasured and command 
very high prices. Today, this type of pottery is still produced, some as art but also as 
objects to sell to tourists.

Another example of folk culture would be the stories, songs, and dances of earlier 
Americans who lived in remote and isolated areas in the Ozark mountains or in coastal 
areas of Louisiana. These have long commanded the interest of academic folklorists who 
have attempted to record and preserve their original forms. Today, the music produced by 
such people has been popularized and sold as “bluegrass,” “Zydeco,” or “Cajun.” When 
that type of transformation takes place, what was genuinely folk art may in time become 
one more category of commercialized goods for sale.
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Popular Culture

There are two terms that can be interchangeably used to label the cultural products that 
appeal to “the masses.” One is simply “mass culture,” and the other is “popular culture.” 
As sociologist Herbert Gans explains:

The term mass culture is a combination of two German ideas: Masse and Kultur. The 
mass is (or was) the non-aristocratic, uneducated portion of European society, espe-
cially the people who today might be described as lower-middle class, working-class 
and poor. Kultur translates as high culture; it refers not only to the art, music, literature 
and other symbolic products that were (and are) preferred by the well-educated elite of 
European society but also to the styles of thought and the feelings of those who choose 
these products—those who are ‘cultured.’ Mass culture, on the other hand, refers to 
the symbolic products used by the ‘uncultured’ majority.4

Some avoid the use of “mass” to refer to this type of culture. The reason is that it is not 
meant to be a flattering term. For that reason, the term “popular culture,” or even more 
recently “popular arts,” has become a less offensive way to refer to that which is enjoyed 
by mass audiences.

But of what does such popular culture consist? It is a term that goes beyond the content 
of the contemporary mass media, because (as the quotation from Plato suggests) there was 
popular culture before there were such media. An example is the circus, which goes back 
at least to Roman times. During the nineteenth century in America, there were all kinds 
of amusements that were forms of popular culture to entertain the majority of citizens. 
During the 1800s, for example, modern spectator sports were invented. Football, baseball, 
and basketball games became a part of popular culture. Other forms of popular culture 
during the 1800s included minstrel shows, vaudeville, rodeos, dances, skating rinks, and 
amusement parks with Ferris wheels and roller-coaster rides.

Today, the mass media are the most significant delivery systems for bringing most forms 
of popular culture to the public. As explained earlier, in many ways, that delivery began 
with the early mass newspapers, such as Benjamin Day’s New York Sun, which, beginning 
in 1834, sold for only a penny on the streets of New York City. It carried reports of crimes, 
scandals, human interest events, and even stories that were later found to be hoaxes. The 
main idea, however, was that what was in the newspaper should be interesting and fun 
to read about. It worked, and the Sun, and later its rivals, proved to be very popular. 
Newspapers have carried on that tradition from the period of “yellow journalism” right 
to the present when similar content can be found in tabloids sold at the check-out stand in 
the supermarket.

As newer mass media became available—movies, popular magazines, comic books, 
radio, television, and the Internet—these became the channels that delivered an ever-in-
creasing flow of popular entertainment to the masses.5 Today, many millions of citizens 
are amused, diverted, and entertained by such forms as popular films, music, talk shows, 
television sitcoms, staged wrestling, and all of the rest that can be found in the American 
mass media.

Media content is not the only form of popular culture, but it is by far the most available. 
If a definition were necessary, it would refer to a great variety of products, activities, and 
entertainment designed to amuse or serve as a pastime for large numbers of people, with-
out making significant intellectual demands on them.

In summary, then, the term “culture” has many meanings. In its broadest sense, it refers 
to everything that the people of a society use in their “design for living” and pass on to the 
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next generation as their “social heritage.” Within that broad usage, somewhat distinct 
designs and heritages can be identified in complex societies as the “subcultures” of specific 
categories of people who share similar ways of life. Still another term is “folk culture.” 
This refers to the creative products of traditional people, which may include music, songs, 
poems, stories, dances, rugs, pottery, masks, and many other kinds of decorated objects. 
Their styles and forms are developed by members of specific villages, regions, or language 
communities. Popular culture generally refers to the content of several mass media, which 
offer simple forms of entertainment to large numbers of people without making significant 
intellectual demands upon them.

The Audience’s Dependency on Popular Culture

The further back the history of humankind goes, the less need there was for popular 
culture. The earliest human beings may have invented simple ways to amuse themselves 
when they were not hunting or gathering—which were demanding ways to exist, to say the 
least—and little is known of any leisure-time aspects of their day-to-day life. By the time 
of the Middle Ages, common folk worked at farming or at domestic chores from daylight 
to dark. They had virtually no free time. They had to prepare and preserve food, make 
clothing, and conduct all the tasks and chores by hand that we do with machines in fac-
tories today. If free time was sometimes available, it was spent on religious observations. 
Even in Western societies, prior to the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s, men, women, 
and children were preoccupied with chores, duties, and work obligations that left them 
with little time for entertainment. There were few channels to bring them much in the way 
of popular culture.

The Industrial Revolution and New Life Schedules

The development of factories and other aspects of industrialization altered the rhythms of 
life for millions of people who participated in the process—but not at first. For centuries, 
the vast majority of people had lived on farms. In that setting, their lives were governed by 
the daily rhythms of agriculture. This meant attending to crops and animals from dawn 
to dusk and performing household and other chores in the evening hours. Even children 
had their responsibilities, and when not in school, they performed assigned tasks that were 
needed by the family.

The arrival of the steam age and factories soon changed all that. A factory runs on a time 
schedule. Before electricity was available so that the plant could have a longer daytime 
shift, work started as soon as it was light enough to see. It did not end until it became too 
dark. Men, women, and their children toiled during all the daylight hours at machines and 
other tasks to manufacture whatever the factory produced. The average age at entering the 
labor force was about 13 years. There was no concept of retirement, so people kept work-
ing as long as they were physically able to do so. Many simply died at their workstations. 
This was the condition of humankind in the early years of the industrial age. There was lit-
tle possibility, given such conditions, that mass media would develop to provide diversion 
for the working masses during their leisure time. Even if they did have leisure time, they 
had no discretionary income to pay for amusements.

The miserable condition of working families during the early Industrial Age deeply 
offended Karl Marx as he began his scholarly career in 1841.6 He saw the new economy 
and power arrangements of the emerging industrial society as an extension of those that 
had prevailed through the ages—in all of which a few dominated the many. It was a dread-
ful situation. Workers were used up by owners and managers, with little thought to their 
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exploitation to make profits. Moreover, Marx made clear, the culture of the societies 
undergoing industrialization was essentially supportive of the early economic forms of 
capitalism. That is, the established systems of law, art, religion, education, and even sci-
ence offered little resistance to the continued development of early capitalism based on fac-
tory production, with more and more workers entering the system. It is little wonder that 
by 1848 Marx and his colleague Frederick Engels proclaimed that there was no hope for 
achieving social justice through reforms. A total revolution was the only possible answer. 
Their advice was, “Workers of the world, unite!” [to displace the owners and manager class 
by means of a revolution] and that “The proletarians [workers] have nothing to lose but 
their chains.”7

While revolutions based on the political philosophies of Marx did take place in the 
twentieth century, they were of little consequence for the development of popular culture. 
It was the growth of the mass media that fostered that development. What happened was 
that the plight of the working classes began to change for the better, and it continued to 
improve over many decades. That improvement could not take place until the conditions 
that offended Marx were altered to allow people more leisure time. Slowly, however, new 
conditions for the industrial worker did come. Publics in Western societies no longer toler-
ated child labor. Trade unions discovered their power and began to shorten both the work 
week and the number of hours worked daily. Payment for workers also improved, provid-
ing at least some discretionary income that could be spent on amusement. Moreover, in 
the United States, mandatory schooling for children (based on a plan devised by Horace 
Mann of Massachusetts in 1834) was gradually adopted state by state. The idea also spread 
to other countries.

The result of these changing conditions was an ever-expanding pool of potential read-
ers of newspapers, books, and magazines. It was this foundation—along with increased 
hours of leisure—that permitted the masses to spend time reading and participating in 
other early forms of popular entertainment. It created, in short, a market among the work-
ing classes for the production of popular culture that could make a profit—an essential 
requirement within a capitalistic economic system.

As the 1800s moved on, scientific discoveries in electricity and chemistry laid the foun-
dation for the emergence of additional media—the telegraph, the telephone, wireless teleg-
raphy, and photography. These, in the 1900s, would enable scientists and engineers to 
develop home radio, the movies, television, and (more recently) the Internet. However, 
these new technologies would have been quite useless if people in the society had no time 
or money to attend to them. The essential factors, then, were leisure and discretionary 
income, which increased decade by decade in the Western world.

In summary, social, political, and economic changes altered the nature of human life 
in industrial societies for the vast majority. These changes brought a great increase in 
time available for entertainment, as well as required increases in discretionary purchas-
ing power, needed to purchase that entertainment. In addition, advances in science and 
engineering made our current media possible. Finally, the huge profits that could be 
attained from advertisers by the production of various forms of media content to provide 
the masses with simple entertainment fueled the production of an ever-increasing flow of 
popular culture in media content.

Filling Leisure Time

Imagine, for a moment, what most families would do if they did not have movies to attend 
or to view on their home TV screen or tablet, or if they had no other content to watch or 
stream, popular music or podcasts to listen to, print materials to read, or the Internet or 
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social media to occupy their time. Most now work eight hours a day and for five days of 
each week. After the evening meal and household tasks, there often is some time in each 
workday remaining. Then there are the weekends, with more hours per day. All of that 
may add up to hours per week that are left and could be used as leisure time. To be sure, 
some of that time is spent correcting the kids, mowing the lawn, paying bills, grocery 
shopping and meal preparation, laundry, and other household tasks. However, even with a 
generous allowance for such activities, there may still be time remaining.

The question is, what would people do with that leisure time if they did not have the 
media? Some might visit more with family, go hiking, or attend various kinds of live per-
formances. But then, what?

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the range of media offering popular culture 
content had greatly expanded. The typical television cable system offers more than one 
hundred channels, from which one can select anything from MTV to the latest sitcom. 
Movies can be viewed on the TV set or on the home computer or iPad. Indeed, each of the 
media—print, broadcast, and online—has greatly expanded the choices available.

In short, life today in the American society, or in similar modern societies the world 
over, is one in which the media present a daily tidal wave—a virtual tsunami—of pop-
ular culture from which its citizens can choose. And choose they do. The average time 
during which the television set is on in American homes has expanded steadily from 
about four hours a day during the late 1950s, when the medium first entered the majority 
of homes, to 2009–2010 when television viewing per household peaked at almost nine 
hours a day.8 Since then, however, people have been spending more time with all the new, 
non-TV things—smartphones, tablets, laptops, and streaming services. As a result, time 
spent in front of an actual TV set has been declining, but online usage has been soaring 
in the last several years, with ever-increasing proportions of the population owning such 
devices. To be sure, there have been various patterns of growth and decline within the 
media industries as one or another of the traditional forms prospers or declines. The 
overall pattern, however, is an ever-expanding availability of popular culture presented 
by the media as a whole. In parallel, there has been an ever-growing pattern of attend-
ance to this kind of content on the part of the public as their leisure time and expendable 
income have increased.

Media Dependency on Popular Culture

While the public has become more and more preoccupied with popular culture as a means 
of filling leisure time, the media themselves are almost totally dependent on using their 
time, space, and technology to deliver content to the majority in the audience who will 
find it entertaining. To illustrate, imagine a situation in which you wake up one day to 
find that the American mass media have totally changed their programming and editorial 
strategies. Popular culture has been abandoned. The news you read on your smartphone 
or newspaper in the morning no longer has reports of crimes, fires, auto accidents, the 
latest escapades of celebrities, or scandals involving public personalities. Gone too are 
human-interest accounts—such as one in which a lady finds a snake-skin from a four-
foot boa constrictor in her fifth-floor apartment.9 Instead, your favorite news source has 
provided verbatim reports of speeches made by several senators debating the latest budget 
proposal for funding the Commission on Agricultural Policies. The paper also includes 
a lengthy discussion of the relative merits of three Impressionist painters from the 1890s 
and a review of a recent performance of Don Quixote, a ballet based on the writings of 
Cervantes. There are no crossword puzzles, comic strips, or stories about the latest base-
ball, basketball, or football games.
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In frustration, you turn on your TV to try and find something that interests you. What 
you find is only a panel of talking-head historians reviewing the political issues that might 
have made a difference in the 1956 Eisenhower vs. Stevenson presidential election, a lecture 
on the merits of industrial bonds vs. common stocks as long-term investment prospects, 
and a sermon on moral problems related to failing marriages. While driving to work, radio 
is much the same. It carries no popular music. You notice too that all the movies being 
shown are documentaries on serious topics. Turning to the Internet, all you can find is 
technical information for engineers, listings of the Wall Street stock exchange, and a few 
reports about changes in the curricula in a few major schools.

How long would such media remain profitable? The obvious answer is somewhat less 
than a heartbeat. The point is that big numbers count in maintaining the media. If the num-
bers of subscribers, listeners, viewers, surfers, or payers at the box office decline sharply, 
profits quickly disappear. Should that happen, the media would not survive in their pres-
ent form.

In short, mass media in the United States are in a state of almost total dependency on 
advertising to earn their way. To attract advertisers, they must attract audiences—the big-
ger, the better. They cannot attract massive audiences by delivering only high culture. The 
overwhelming majority of audiences want to be entertained with content that provides 
diversion—in short, the kinds of popular culture that one finds any day, during any hour, 
on any medium in the United States.

Critics’ Views of the Consequences of Kitsch

There is a host of critics of popular culture, and they have a long list of complaints. They 
sometimes use a colorful German word to describe the characteristics of much popular 
culture. The term is kitsch, which refers to trashy, garish products that are in bad taste 
and have little or no redeeming artistic merits. Originally the word was a label for the 
kind of objects that one might find in a low-level carnival—a small stuffed animal won for 
tossing baseballs accurately, a pillow that has “Niagara Falls” on one side and “Mother” 
on the reverse. The term was adopted by media critics, however, to apply to such products 
as “whodunit” detective novels, the music of the latest pop star, game shows, and comic 
strips. Perhaps the ultimate form of kitsch would be a painting of Elvis Presley on black 
velvet.

It is not just that popular culture is in bad taste, according to its critics, or that it lacks 
the artistic merits of products classified as high culture. They also maintain that popular 
culture has a number of truly negative consequences that pose significant problems for the 
society. Some of these charges include the following: (1) Popular culture mines high culture 
for themes, which is destructive and debasing to elite art, music, literature, and drama. (2) 
It diminishes the stature of real-life heroes by creating media-made celebrities who make 
few true lasting contributions to human life. (3) It is mass-produced for profit, which need-
lessly raises the costs of consumer products to the public. And (4) it often provides models 
for deviant behavior, such as violence, crime, sexual excess, and vulgar language. Do these 
charges have merit? Perhaps; it all depends on one’s values.

Mining, Debasing, and Detracting from High Culture

A frequent complaint about popular culture is that it detracts from the value of high cul-
ture. When an exciting movie or television action play is available—showing cars and 
buildings blowing up, women and men in bed, macho heroes gunning down the forces of 
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evil, and so on—it may be difficult for many in the audience to see that the thoughts, plots, 
characters, and adventures of a more literary work may have greater merit. Because of 
limited education, or disinterest in sophisticated material generally, the offerings of elite 
plays, novels, ballets, and so on often cannot command the attention of many people. The 
same is true of music. The pounding beat and screaming lyrics of the latest popular hit 
can seem far more exciting than a performance of an opera in Italian or of a symphonic 
work by one of the great masters. Popular culture, critics claim, simply “crowds out” high 
culture.

Another way in which popular culture defeats high culture is through “mining.” An 
example is a print ad that was used early in the 1990s by a particular brand of pasta sauce 
to promote its products. The ad consisted of two pictures, side by side, with a catchy 
description of the merits of the product below. In fact, there were two versions of the pasta 
sauce, the “original” and the “chunky.” In the two pictures, the “original” showed the 
Mona Lisa, much as Leonardo da Vinci had painted her, slender and with her enigmatic 
smile. However, she was holding a jar of the “original” pasta sauce. The other was a dif-
ferent version of the Mona Lisa, holding a jar of the “chunky” sauce. However, the one 
holding the “chunky” product was a more robust depiction of the Mona Lisa—also with 
an enigmatic smile, to be sure—but with a double chin and a heavier body. Did it catch 
one’s eye and make clear that there were two versions of the sauce? Indeed, it did. At the 
same time, critics claimed, it both mined and debased the original example of high art for 
what many would regard as a shallow commercial purpose. On the other hand, it did call 
attention to da Vinci’s painting, which might cause some who were uninformed to ask 
about it and learn where it came from—possibly advancing the agenda of high culture. But 
that would not be likely.

 Elite art is often simplified and used for commercial or entertainment purposes in the production 
of popular culture, such as in this adaptation of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa for a Halloween 
greeting card. Critics claim the production of kitsch debases high culture.
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Popular culture, say critics, focuses the public’s attention on its products and presuma-
bly keeps interest in more sophisticated art forms low. In addition, it makes use of classic 
cultural products by transforming them into shallow versions. This happens in advertise-
ments, as in the Mona Lisa examples, but also in television drama, movies, music, and even 
comic strips where themes, plots, and melodies are “borrowed” from classical sources and 
disseminated to media audiences in various forms of popular culture.10

Diminishing the Stature of Real-Life Heroes

It is not difficult to demonstrate how popular culture focuses attention on and creates 
media-made celebrities. It is this consequence that brings some individuals to public atten-
tion and makes them renowned, even if their only contribution to humankind is simply to 
be entertaining. They become “heroes” to the masses, largely because they are so defined 
by enormous media attention.

There are, of course, genuine heroes: Individuals who, through meritorious accomplish-
ments or heroic acts, have made remarkably important contributions to human existence but 
who receive little or no recognition from the overwhelming majority of the public. Consider, 
for example, Philo T. Farnsworth. Do you recognize his name? Are you familiar with what he 
did to benefit humankind? How about Francis H. C. Crick? What was his significant accom-
plishment? Or how about William Crawford Long? Does his contribution leap to mind? 
Perhaps the name John Gorrie is more familiar. What did he offer to human existence that 
was important? In contrast, consider the following names: Marilyn Monroe, John Wayne, 
Babe Ruth, and Kylie Jenner. Most Americans have at least some familiarity with these 
personalities and can explain who they are (or were) and why they are considered important.

Let us compare the accomplishments of the individuals in the two lists. First, consider 
those whose names are little known but whose accomplishments clearly place them in a 
special class:

Many people fail to recognize the name of Philo T. Farnsworth, even though he was the 
inventor of television as we know it. As a youth, he designed and patented the electronic 
circuits by which television systems transmit and display the pictures that people all over 
the world enjoy as they tune in to their favorite form of news and popular culture. Was this 
contribution worthwhile?

What about Francis H. C. Crick? His accomplishments may not have leaped to mind. He, 
along with James Watson and Maurice Wilkins, received the Nobel Prize for Physiology or 
Medicine in 1962 for the discovery of the molecular structure of DNA. This is the chemical 
structure of genes and chromosomes that control the inheritance and life functions of animals, 
including human beings. Because of their work, the human genome has now been mapped, 
providing keys to correcting and controlling many kinds of illnesses that afflict humankind. 
The contribution that this discovery has made to human existence is truly profound.

Does the name William Crawford Long ring an immediate bell? His contribution to human 
existence was the discovery of a way to perform surgery on the human body in such a way that 
the patient feels no pain. In 1842, in Jefferson, Georgia, he successfully cut out a large can-
cerous tumor from the neck of one of his patients after putting the person to sleep with ether. 
Dr. Long received very little recognition for his accomplishment until more recent times, but 
if you have to go to the hospital for surgery, try to remember that you owe Dr. Long a debt.

John Gorrie is similarly a person whose name or contribution is unlikely to be rec-
ognized. However, whenever you go to your refrigerator to get a cold one or to take out 
food that has been kept from spoiling because of the low temperature or even turn on 
your air conditioner, you might think of him. As early as 1842, he was able to design a 
device that cooled rooms in hospitals. By 1851 he had patented a machine, based on the 
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principles we use today, for mechanical refrigeration. He made no profit from his invention 
and received scant recognition, even though his contribution to human life and comfort 
has been significant.

On the second list is a famous female movie star, who, because of extraordinary media 
attention, came to be thought of as a sex goddess of the movie screen. Marilyn Monroe 
rose to fame during the late 1940s and the 1950s. Her face was recognized all over the 
world. She died by her own hand in 1962.

John Wayne was an enormously popular movie star whose performances on the screen, 
often in Western movies, provided popular entertainment for Americans for many dec-
ades. He became a kind of definition of what it meant to be “manly.”

What about Babe Ruth? What were his contributions to humankind? Actually, he was 
an American baseball player who served on the New York Yankees during the late 1920s 
and early 1930s. During that time, he performed well. He had the highest batting average 
during several seasons. He also accumulated a record number of home runs. Moreover, 
he set a record of “most runs batted in” (hitting the pitched ball in such a way that run-
ners already on base could get “home”). These important accomplishments ensure that 
Americans will remember his name in the years to come.

Kylie Jenner is one of the highest-paid social media influencers. She also is a reality-TV 
star and member of the Kardashian family, who produces her own beauty and skincare 
collections.

Essentially, then, the media provide a “status conferral function.”11 The principle is this: 
If a person is important, then surely he or she will receive a great deal of media attention. 
That seems logical enough. But by the same token, if a person receives a great deal of media 
attention, then he or she must surely be important. Clearly, that attention, so significant in 
the conferral of status, is through media-transmitted popular culture. In that sense, say 
critics, popular culture emphasizes celebrities but often ignores, or even diminishes, the 
recognition of individuals who have truly contributed to human existence.

Needlessly Raising the Cost of Products

Those who create popular culture do not do so for the sake of art. They are motivated 
in a quite different way than those who produce high culture. Their motivation is less on 
seeking riches but to gain recognition. They are driven to perform, paint, sculpt, write, 
choreograph, and otherwise create products that will survive critical examination by those 
who make up the sophisticated cultural elite.

The manufacture of popular culture, on the other hand, is done mainly for money. 
Those who star in sports, movies, music, television, and all the rest are among some of 
the highest-paid people in modern society. The amount of money paid to an outstanding 
sports figure, a movie star, or a popular writer of mystery novels, for example, can stag-
ger the imagination—at least when compared to a concert pianist, a successful poet, or a 
skilled painter.

Actually, only a few popular culture performers make astronomical incomes. For most 
who work in the industry, money still provides their motivation through reasonably well-
paid salaries. It is clear, however, that it is not artistic acclaim but salaries and bonuses that 
drive the producers of the media’s daily diet of infotainment news, magazine fare, reality 
shows, game shows, films, pop and talk radio shows, and so on. But while they may lack 
international acclaim and their incomes may be modest, the amount of popular culture 
that they generate on a daily basis is huge.

Added together, the total amount of money paid to media stars and to the producers 
who create the constant flow of popular culture is simply staggering in an overall sense. No 
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estimates of that amount are available, but it is clearly in the billions each year. But who 
pays for all of that? The answer is obvious: Anyone who buys an advertised product at the 
supermarket, at an automobile dealer, or at any other retail outlet, whether in a traditional 
store or via the Internet. A very considerable part of the cost of the product or service that 
is purchased can be traced back to the advertising budgets of both the manufacturer and 
the retailer.

Some critics see the production of mass culture within a Marxian perspective—as a 
means by which those in the business community can maintain political power and exploit 
the public. Dwight MacDonald, a well-known critic of popular culture, put it this way:

Mass Culture is imposed from above. It is fabricated by technicians hired by busi-
nessmen; its audience are passive consumers, their participation limited to the choice 
between buying and not buying. The Lords of Kitsch, in short, exploit the cultural 
need of the masses in order to make a profit and/or to maintain their class rule.12

While such criticisms are both interesting and challenging, critics fail to make clear how 
the American economy could exist, at least in its present form, without popular culture and 
advertising. Information about products obtained through media advertising is an essen-
tial part of the process by which products are purchased by the consuming population. 
Aside from innovations, vigorous advertising stimulates sales for existing products, which 
in turn keeps a labor force employed to manufacture, distribute, and retail those prod-
ucts. Indeed, these are the very processes that have produced abundant economies in the 
Western world. In short, while some people deplore it, popular culture linked to advertising 
is a necessary condition within a capitalistic economy.

Finally, portraying the media audience as “passive,” as in the above quotation, misses 
the point that was stressed in previous chapters—that the audience is clearly “active” and 
that its members engage in a great deal of selectivity (Chapter 10). Even if their selections 
may be between staged wrestling and a game played by a commercialized sports team, 
those who make them are scarcely passive, accepting any kind of content that is “imposed 
from above.”

Providing Models for Deviant Behavior

In Chapter 3, an important contribution of philosophy was discussed in terms of the social 
construction of reality. That same idea appears in more recent times in the work of Walter 
Lippmann (Chapter 8), who identified the function of the press as one of “creating pictures 
in our heads of the world outside.” It is also an underlying theme in other theories (e.g., 
modeling theory, social expectations theory, and cultivation theory). The basic idea is that 
in its depictions of lifestyles and human behavior in popular culture, mass communication 
offers unintended lessons on what kinds of actions people will tolerate, expect, or condone. 
Through incidental learning, critics maintain, those lessons become guiding maps for con-
duct for individuals who are falsely led into committing acts that are, in fact, not tolerated.

In recent years, there have been widely publicized incidents of individuals using fire-
arms to kill innocent people. These have occurred on college campuses, in post offices, in 
restaurants, in other kinds of business settings, in high schools, and even in grade schools. 
In an immediate jump to a conclusion, critics have maintained that these are instances 
of individuals imitating what they see on television (or alternatively in the movies, video 
games, and so on), where such behavior is routinely depicted in popular culture. That 
conclusion is regularly followed by demands that television, movies, etc., must be better 
controlled and that such portrayals must be barred.
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While there has been an enormous amount of research in the social sciences, starting as 
far back as one may wish to look, there has yet to emerge a consensus that such depictions 
do indeed drive individuals to commit such acts. Some scholars have concluded that there 
is sufficient evidence to indicate that those who watch a lot of television are more prone to 
violence and aggression. Others deny that this is the case. Still, others point out that some 
of the most violent young males—such as youthful gangs in central cities—actually view 
little television, because they spend their time on the streets with their companions.

At the same time, these influences of popular culture remain an open question. For 
example, there is reason to believe that depictions of ordinary Americans in movies, TV 
dramas, and other forms of popular culture do provide unintended instruction for young 
audiences in many countries that have few local movie or TV production facilities. In 
those countries, youths greatly enjoy popular culture entertainment content produced in 
the United States. Under those circumstances, with few other ways of learning about ordi-
nary Americans, young people who attend to such entertainment form flawed and negative 
beliefs about what people who live in the United States are like.

The bottom line here is less than clear, but the evidence seems to lead to a tentative con-
clusion. Popular culture depicting violence, drug use, and sexual activities probably has 
limited effects on young people raised in stable homes where they receive clear guidance. 
It may have an influence on other kinds of individuals. Such media content may influence 
persons who have problems in adjusting to conforming lifestyles and are without adequate 
role models or behavioral controls. In contrast, in other countries, where American popu-
lar culture is the only source for learning about people who live in the United States, it may 
have more pronounced influences on their beliefs.

Generally, then, some of the conclusions of the critics of kitsch may have validity. Others 
may not. In the intensely competitive effort to produce a constant flow of advertising and 
popular culture, the themes and content of high culture may inspire imitators among those 
who churn it out day after day. Whether this harms the nature and uses of high culture can 
long be debated.

In the case of heroes, however, it does seem clear that popular culture pays much less 
attention to those in science, engineering, medicine, or other intellectual fields who bring 
truly important advances to society—accomplishments that make people’s lives richer, 
safer, healthier, and more comfortable. Those elevated in status by media attention tend 
to be those who offer exciting forms of entertainment that have little to do with the more 
serious advancements of the human condition.

As to whether the preparation and use of popular culture to attract attention to adver-
tisements has positive benefits or negative costs is also an open question. There seems 
little doubt that the costs of both advertisements and their presentation in media are very 
expensive. Those costs are obviously passed on to the consuming public, raising the price 
of virtually everything that is purchased and consumed. At the same time, it would be 
difficult to imagine modern life without advertising. People would not know what was 
available that could help them in some way or the ways one product has features that 
others lack. While many of the claims of advertisers may be spurious in some way, their 
messages clearly do encourage consumption. That, in turn, stimulates the economy in obvi-
ous ways. It may be better to have an economy based on popular culture and advertising 
than one that offers far fewer jobs and economic benefits. Much depends, in this debate, 
whether one can accept an advertising-driven consumer economy or one based on some 
other kinds of principles.

Finally, the jury is still out concerning the benefits or problems created by the mass 
media, with their frequent depiction of unacceptable behavior in popular culture. Does 
such entertainment contribute positively to society, or does it stimulate crime, delinquency, 
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drug use, overheated sex, or other problems that the public finds unacceptable? There is 
little doubt that such content is abundantly present in the forms of entertainment widely 
attended to by the public. There is no clear consensus, however, whether it is a truly causal 
factor in stimulating deviant behavior. In addition, other factors, such as personal and 
environmental factors, the influence of parents and peers, must also be considered in this 
complex problem.13

Popular Culture Theory: A Summary

The ideas presented in this chapter are controversial and complex and do not lend them-
selves easily to a simple summary statement. The factors involved range from the princi-
ples of capitalism through the nature of several forms of culture and include the increasing 
dependency of the population on forms of exciting entertainment. The consequences of 
this conjunction of factors are also complex. Nevertheless, and at the risk of oversimplifi-
cation, the following set of assumptions and propositions appear to express in summary 
form much of what has been discussed:

1 Our privately owned media, functioning within a capitalistic economic system, are 
dedicated to maximizing their profits by presenting popular culture that will increase 
circulations, numbers of viewers, and other audience sizes.

2 This locks the media into an economic dependency on attracting and holding the 
attention of the largest number of people who make up their potential media audience, 
regardless of their level of artistic tastes.

3 The members of the audience rely on the media to offer a broad range of entertainment 
content to fill an ever-increasing amount of leisure time, but generally, it is content that 
makes limited intellectual demands on its consumers.

4 To maximize profits from advertising, subscriptions, movie admissions, or direct sales, 
the media manufacture and disseminate an endless and complex flow of kitsch—pop-
ular culture products with limited artistic value but which command wide attention 
among the audience.

5 Therefore, the economic forces and consumer taste systems driving the media result 
in a constant production and dissemination of kitsch. The consequences may or may 
not be exploiting and driving out high culture, elevating the status of media-created 
celebrities, diminishing or obscuring the recognition of real-life heroes, exploiting the 
public economically, and providing guidelines for those who choose to engage in devi-
ant behavior.

Questions for Discussion

1 As discussed in this chapter, the term “kitsch” refers to “trashy, garish products that 
are in bad taste and have no redeeming artistic merits.” Originally, this was a label 
for the kinds of objects one might find in a carnival but also is sometimes used by 
media critics to describe certain soap operas, game shows, etc. Critics claim that such 
products mine, debase, and detract from high culture. Do you agree? Why or why not?

2 Critics also claim that one of the consequences of popular culture or kitsch is that it 
diminishes the stature of real-life heroes. For example, the media display a near-con-
stant focus on celebrities and their lives, sports heroes, social media stars, etc., but 
often ignore or diminish the recognition of individuals who have contributed in more 
significant ways to human existence. Do you agree? Why or why not? What are the 
merits of popular culture?
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20 Cultivation Theory

In 1971, President Lyndon B. Johnson appointed a group of media researchers and others 
as the Violence Commission. Funds were provided by Congress to conduct research and 
evaluate the influence of violent media content on American life. Many citizens were con-
cerned about increasing amounts of such content in the media and especially on television. 
That trend seemed to be causing a rise in violence and crime, especially among the nation’s 
youth. Over a 20-year period, George Gerbner conducted a variety of empirical studies 
of media influences and advanced a formulation he termed cultivation. His theoretical 
perspective was published in a series of journal articles during the 1970s and early 1980s 
and in a reprinted selective collection of those works by Nancy Signorielli and Michael 
Morgan.1

Essentially, Gerbner maintained that the content that people attended to in the media—
particularly by viewing television—“cultivated” their beliefs. That is, he maintained that 
viewing television content brought people to believe in certain (flawed) conceptions about 
the world in which they lived. At first, Gerbner’s central focus was on televised violence. 
His studies indicated that media content often leads citizens to conclude that situations in 
reality—such as their personal risk from crime—are of a similar nature to what they had 
seen on TV.2 In other words, television is seen as an “active” agent, penetrating the mind 
of the viewer and altering the person’s cognitive structure. This idea was, in many ways, 
a modern version of the “social construction or reality” theory, which was founded in the 
writings of Plato. Walter Lippmann had advanced a similar idea when he wrote that the 
function of the (news) media was to create “pictures in our heads of the world outside” 
(see Chapter 8). Additionally, Wilbur Schramm’s concept of (unwitting and unintended) 
“incidental learning” speaks to much of the same issue.

Applied to mass communication, it refers to the way in which a member of an audience 
puts together a subjective interpretation, within his or her mind, of various depictions of 
actions or events encountered in the media. Social scientists have for more than a century 
addressed this process—starting in the late 1880s, with the “brass instrument” experi-
ments of Heinrich Helmholtz, and continuing with the experiments of the Gestalt theo-
rists in the 1920s, who studied the subjective interpretive patterns that people imposed on 
stimuli that they perceived. Thus, it was established early that the ways in which people 
“understand” something that they perceive may be different from the nature of the actual 
event.

Background

The introduction of television into the media mix in the United States began just after 
World War II. During the 1950s, the adoption of this innovation was proceeding rapidly. 
It was a dramatic new form of mass communication, even in its earliest black-and-white 
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and small screen days. It caught on quickly, and within a decade, almost all households 
had a receiver.

Television had many of the features of motion pictures—movement, sound, and visual 
representations, just like films—but it went far beyond that medium. It also brought news, 
children’s cartoons, documentaries, distance-learning lessons, police dramas, political 
campaigns, and many other kinds of content—all packaged into one remarkable box right 
there in the living room. Little wonder that media scholars didn’t know quite what to make 
of it. Above all, it provided cheap and easily available entertainment for American families 
who did not even have to leave their homes.

As TV viewing increased dramatically, it did not take long for scholars to realize that 
its content was possibly having a profound influence on the lives of many Americans, 
and especially their children.3 At the time, there had been increases in the levels of crime 
and violence in many cities in the United States. Since TV had arrived, and as its use had 
climbed dramatically during that same period, it seemed obvious the one was causing the 
other (post hoc, ergo propter hoc). Indeed, many people were shocked to learn that the first 
“television generation” (those born after the introduction of the medium) was spending 
more time, on average, watching television than they spent in school. It is not surprising, 
then, that TV was proclaimed to be a new and powerful teacher:

Television has become our nation’s (and increasingly the world’s) most common 
and constant learning environment. It both (selectively) mirrors and leads society. 
Television is first and foremost, however, a storyteller—it tells most of the stories to 
most of the people most of the time. As such, television is the wholesale distributor of 
images and forms the mainstream of our popular culture. For the first time in human 
history, a centralized commercial institution rather than parents, the church or the 
school tells most of the stories.4

Given this interpretation of the nature and functions of television, which was shared by 
many people at the time, it is little wonder that it was a matter of concern to parents, edu-
cators, and others in the society. Many, including the Parents and Teachers Association, 
the American Medical Association, and other professional groups, spoke out, denouncing 
television for the harmful content that it was producing and disseminating.

The Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior

That widespread public concern was clearly perceived by members of the U.S. Congress. 
Its members constantly worried about being re-elected and were therefore always alert to 
issues on the policy agenda that disturbed voters. With street violence on the rise and with 
the recent assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy—adding further 
evidence about increasing violence—something had to be done. The solution, devised by 
the legislative branch, was to fund a large-scale research effort to investigate the role and 
influences of television. In 1969, a million dollars was provided to the surgeon general to 
establish a Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior. That com-
mittee included a number of prominent media scholars and researchers.

A few years earlier, George Gerbner had begun his Cultural Indicators project, a pro-
gram of research aimed specifically at studying the content of primetime and weekend day-
time TV network programming. He was able to gain financial support from the Surgeon 
General’s Advisory Committee for an expanded program of investigation. Basically, his 
idea was to assess and document ways in which the content of network (broadcast) tele-
vision influenced viewers’ conceptions of reality. Although he did not portray it as such, 
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in this sense, it was an extension of the “social construction of reality theory,” and Walter 
Lippmann’s discussion of the “pictures in our heads” (see Chapters 3 and 8). Although 
he did not use those terms, the influences he discussed were based on the processes of 
“incidental learning” (Chapter 5) associated with what people saw on television. The term 
Gerbner chose to describe his focus was “cultivation.”

Shaping Shared Beliefs

The basic idea of cultivation, as it applies specifically to television as a mass medium, can 
be stated in the following way:

In its simplest form, cultivation analysis attempts to determine the extent to which 
people who watch greater amounts of television (generally referred to as heavy viewers) 
hold different conceptions of social reality from those who watch less, other factors 
held constant.5

One of the problems associated with the term “cultivation” is that it implies that the 
medium, like a living thing, or a “magic bullet,” has the power to reach out and actively 
shape the thinking and beliefs of human beings. In the case of mass media, it is, as previous 
chapters have shown, the people in the audience who themselves select, respond to, and 
create meanings for what they see when they view television.

Morgan and Signorielli dismissed this error. They explained that the term “cultivation” 
does not imply that the medium can act in the ways implied. They suggest that it meant 
only that “the generation (in some) and maintenance (in others) of some sets of outlooks or 
beliefs can be traced to steady, cumulative exposure to the world of television.”6

The Cultural Indicators Project

George Gerbner described television as a centralized system of storytelling, and as the 
source of the most broadly shared images and messages in history. It is a common symbolic 
environment that we all share.7 Television dramas, commercials, news, and other programs 
bring a consistent set of images and messages into every home, and to which we are exposed 
from early childhood and throughout our lives. It is a primary source of socialization and 
everyday information. Although we come from many different backgrounds and subcul-
tures, the one unifying feature we all share in common is the television and the messages 
it provides. Even programs that seem intended for very different audiences or market seg-
ments present similar visions of life and society, consistent values, and ideologies. In addi-
tion, research that studies the effects only of news viewing, or action programs, or any type 
of specific programming, overlooks the fact that most of those who watch those specific 
programs also watch other types of programs. What is most likely to shape a shared per-
ception of social reality, therefore, is the overall pattern of programming over long periods 
of time. Thus, Gerbner felt it was important to consider the total pattern of content to which 
we are exposed. Cultivation analysis, then, focuses on the consequences of that long-term 
exposure to the entire system of messages, combined as a whole.

Methods of Cultivation Analysis

The Cultural Indicators project was broadly conceived from the outset. Gerbner and his 
colleagues grounded their research in several assumptions.8 First, they believed, television 
is fundamentally different from other forms of mass media. Television is present in virtually 
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every American home. It does not require literacy or special skills, as do newspapers, 
books, magazines, or the Internet. Unlike radio, it combines videos and sound. It doesn’t 
require mobility, or a way to get to another location, such as a movie theatre. It is accessi-
ble and available to everyone.

Because it is accessible and widely available to everyone, the second assumption logi-
cally follows that the medium of television is the “central cultural arm” of American society, 
and the main creator of synthetic cultural patterns present in entertainment and informa-
tion content for mass audiences. Third, television cultivates basic assumptions about the 
“ facts” of life and standards of judgment on which conclusions are based. It is a major con-
tributor to unrealistic beliefs on the part of citizens about the social world around them. 
The fourth assumption asserts that television’s main function is to maintain and reinforce 
established social patterns. In that sense, it serves as an agent of stability, rather than an 
agent of change. In order to reach the largest audiences and generate the most profit, tele-
vision stations, cable, and streaming services rely on generic, recognizable, and in-demand 
forms of programming that, as a result, “cultivate” or foster and reinforce the most widely 
shared conceptions of reality.

Gerbner devised a three-pronged research strategy. The first, institutional process anal-
ysis, investigates the power relations and decision-making pressures and processes of the 
institutions that produce mass media messages. Second, message system analysis investi-
gates the consistent patterns in media content. The third area of analysis, cultivation anal-
ysis, explores the relationship between institutional processes, message systems, and the 
assumptions and beliefs on the part of the audience that are cultivated by media exposure 
over long periods of time.9

Researchers in the Cultural Indicators project began message system analysis in 1967 by 
examining week-long samples of network television programs to discover the most consist-
ent and frequently occurring images, themes, values, and portrayals that television presents 
to its viewers. Researchers have continued these analyses over the years, and have added 
newer media and programming into the mix. Then, in cultivation analysis, a sample of 
viewers is selected and asked to respond to questions about their exposure to television 
and their beliefs about aspects of social reality. The purpose of this is to determine whether 
those who spend more time watching television are more likely to perceive social reality in 
ways that reflect what is consistently presented on television (the “television answer”) than 
those who watch less television but who are otherwise similar. The expectation is that those 
who spend more time immersed in the world of television are more likely to view the “real 
world” in ways that are consistent with what is presented on television. At first, a major 
focus of the Cultural Indicators project was on the portrayal of violence in media program-
ming, but as the project developed, a wider range of topics and concerns was investigated.

The Violence Profile

Gerbner and his colleagues first turned their attention to primetime television dra-
mas, the portrayal of violence in these programs, and the perceptions of social reality 
that viewing them cultivates. Violence was defined as “the overt expression of phys-
ical force against self or other, compelling action against one’s will on pain of being 
hurt or killed, or actually hurting or killing.”10 The analysis included the context in 
which the violence occurred, the prevalence and rate at which a violent act occurred, 
and the characters and power relationships involved. These observations yielded a 
set of indicators, called the Violence Profile, which traced features of the television 
dramas and the conceptions of social reality that they cultivated in the minds of 
viewers.
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These studies consistently found that television dramas presented a level of violence 
much greater than that which occurs in real life. Furthermore, violent acts on televi-
sion usually involved strangers, rather than those in close relationships as more often 
occurs in real life. In addition, heavy viewers of television (defined as those who watched 
four hours or more of television per day) were more likely to overestimate the number 
of people working in law enforcement. Heavy viewers had a greater fear of crime, and 
overestimated their personal risk of being a victim of a violent crime. The researchers 
concluded that television dramas cultivate exaggerated assumptions about the extent 
of danger and violence in the world, and in so doing, television serves as an instrument 
of social control and “is more likely to increase acquiescence to and dependence upon 
established authority, and to legitimize its use of force.”11

The “Mean World” Syndrome

Another area of cultivation analysis focused on the presence of the “mean world” syn-
drome. The idea here was that the heavy prevalence of violence in programming would 
also cause viewers to see the world as a mean place, as well as dangerous. Viewers were 
asked questions, including the following:

1 Would you say that most of the time, people try to be helpful, or that they are mostly 
just looking out for themselves?

2 Do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they got a chance, 
or would they try to be fair?

 A major idea of cultivation theory is that people who are heavy viewers of television will see the 
world as a more violent and fearful place due to the high levels of violence shown in programs.
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3 Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you cannot 
be too careful in dealing with people?

The results of these studies indicated that heavy television viewing could lead to 
increased interpersonal mistrust, and reinforced the perception that the world in which 
they live is a mean, as well as dangerous, place in which more protection is needed.12

Mainstreaming and Resonance

As cultivation theory became more established, and in response to some criticism, Gerbner 
and his colleagues refined the theory to better explain the influence of long-term viewing 
of media content by adding the concepts of mainstreaming and resonance. These are the 
ways in which cultivation takes place.

In any population or group of viewers, there are differences in perspectives, attitudes, 
beliefs, and values. These are the result of individual differences in each person’s psycho-
logical makeup, the social categories to which we each belong, our social relationships, and 
other factors. But according to the researchers, some of these differences become dimin-
ished in heavy viewers. Over time, some of these divergent perspectives, attitudes, beliefs, 
and values become “blurred” and begin to resemble more closely television’s version of 
the world. This process is known as mainstreaming. The result is a relatively common set 
of outlooks and values that heavy exposure to the television world fosters or cultivates. In 
other words, mainstreaming means that heavy viewing may reduce or override these indi-
vidual differences in perspectives that ordinarily stem from other factors and influences.

A second way that cultivation takes place is through resonance, when what people see on 
television is consistent with their own personal experiences. For example, if a person lives 
in a city with a high crime rate, or if that person has been a victim of a crime, that experi-
ence is consistent with programming that suggests the world is filled with violence and is a 
dangerous place. In cases such as these, that person will be more susceptible and receive a 
“double dose” of the message conveyed on television. As a result, the effects of cultivation 
will be stronger for that person.

In 1999, an extensive review of hundreds of cultivation studies carried out over more 
than two decades showed a consistent pattern of small but pervasive differences between 
light and heavy viewers, and appeared to confirm that television does make a contribution 
to viewers’ beliefs and perspectives.13

Although the initial focus of the Cultural Indicators project was on the nature and func-
tions of violence, as the project developed, it began to explore a wider range of issues 
and concerns. Since then, scholars have continued to expand the focus of cultivation the-
ory and research. Studies have investigated the extent to which viewing televised content 
contributes to audience conceptions of social reality in areas such as gender, minority 
and age-role stereotypes, political orientations, race relations, attitudes toward religion, 
science, marriage and the family, the environment, health-related beliefs and behaviors, 
mental illness, and many other issues and concerns.

For example, many studies have examined beliefs about gender roles in samples of chil-
dren and adolescents. These studies found that television cultivated or reinforced such 
ideas as “women are happiest at home raising children” and “men are born with more 
ambition than women.” Young children who watched more television were more likely 
to stereotype gender-related activities (cooking, playing sports) and gender-related qual-
ities (warmth and independence) along with traditional expectations. Adolescents who 
were heavy viewers were more likely to want high-status jobs that pay a lot of money, 
but wanted those jobs to be easy with long vacations and time to do other activities. In 



312 Theories of Influences on Society and Culture

addition, heavy viewers were more likely than light viewers to accept single parenthood 
and out-of-wedlock childbirth. Heavy viewers also had a more unrealistic view of single 
parenthood, with expectations of above-average financial resources and domestic help, 
which is not reflective of reality for most.

Studies also have examined the cultivation of attitudes toward science, scientists, and 
the environment. For example, some studies indicated that heavy viewing contributes to a 
sense that scientists are strange, and that science is potentially dangerous and on the verge 
of becoming out of control.14 More recently, findings show that heavy viewers are less likely 
to be knowledgeable about environmental issues and more fearful or skeptical of science.15

Cultivation Theory: A Summary

At the risk of oversimplification, the following set of assumptions and propositions express 
in summary form the basic ideas of cultivation theory:

1 Television, combining visual and auditory experiences, is fundamentally different 
from print, radio, or other media because it is ubiquitous, (essentially) free, easily 
available, and requires no skills to use.

2 Because of these characteristics, it has become widely used in the United States (and 
throughout the world), bringing entertainment and other information to virtually 
every citizen in ways that have not characterized any previous medium.

3 As the most ubiquitous and widely used medium, it is the principal source by which a 
society’s culture and social life are portrayed and by which citizens acquire incidental 
lessons about prevailing norms, values, and standards of society.

4 Much of television’s programming consists of mass-produced misrepresentations of 
life, based on similar repetitive formulas deemed by broadcasters to be suitable for 
attracting the attention of audiences with similar tastes and intellectual levels.

5 Therefore, television serves both to stabilize the public’s beliefs about the nature of 
their society and cultivate unrealistic interpretations of, and beliefs about, the nature 
of the norms, values, and standards that prevail in the United States (and elsewhere).

Empirical Challenges and Current Developments

Some scholars have criticized cultivation theory on the grounds that it seems to imply 
that viewers are passive, rather than active participants who selectively choose the 
content they want, and who all experience similar or uniform effects. Furthermore, even 
though two people may both be “heavy viewers,” that does not mean that they are both 
watching the same programs. One may be a news junkie, another a soap opera fan, still 
another a sports enthusiast, and so on. Moreover, adding to the selective feature of media 
exposure is the fact that we all have a great variety of sources other than television from 
which to derive our ideas and orientations of life. Finally, even if everyone did indeed all 
watch the same programs, there are few grounds to assume uniform interpretations. As 
cognitive processing theory (Chapter 5) explains, people develop interpretations of what 
they experience in their environment on the basis of their existing beliefs, opinions, val-
ues, attitudes, prior experience, and other personality factors, along with their member-
ships in distinct social categories, such as race, ethnicity, social class, and others. Because 
those factors can be very different indeed from one person to another, it is not clear that, 
even if everyone was a heavy viewer of exactly the same TV content, it would uniformly 
reduce whatever differences individuals may have from one another and “mainstream” 
them all into a uniform culture.
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Therefore, while television can show the central features of a society or culture, that 
does not mean that viewers either adopt them or ignore other sources that emphasize cul-
tural differences. The latter include ethnic associations, neighborhoods of similar people, 
regional and occupational subcultures, parents, friends, neighbors, and all other forms of 
media and interpersonal communication. These sources can intervene and “neutralize” 
the cultivation process. Thus, in many ways, say critics, the assumption underlying the 
mainstreaming interpretation appears to be one of uniform exposure, uniform interpreta-
tions, and uniform effects.

Gerbner and his associates do not dispute that viewers actively choose programs and 
watch selectively. In addition, they agree that viewers can construct different meanings 
from television content, and other sources, and meanings are more important than the 
amount of time they spend viewing television. However, the fact that audiences interact 
and respond to media content in diverse and complex ways does not negate that there also 
are common messages and consistencies across a wide body of content. Cultivation analy-
sis explores these common and consistent messages, but doing so does not deny that there 
are indeed differences. In other words, just because there are differences doesn’t mean 
there are no common messages and shared meanings. The focus of cultivation analysis is 
on the most recurrent, stable, and consistent messages that cut across all or most types of 
programs.16

Another criticism of cultivation analysis is that it “lumps together” all content, as if 
there were no differences between types of programs. But Gerbner and his colleagues have 
always been clear that it is the message system, in the aggregate, that should be studied. 
Obviously, there are differences between types of programs, such as talk shows and real-
ity television, dramas, news, how-to shows, etc. However, cultivation scholars question 
whether the unique effects of specific programming types or genres are appropriately 
called “cultivation.” Also, they say, consider that even very different types of programs 
can have common messages, which is what cultivation emphasizes.17

In recent years, for example, the relationship between exposure to talk shows and 
beliefs about the frequency of marital infidelity, running away from home, and pre-
marital sex has been studied as cultivation. Other program genres, such as “makeo-
ver” programs and the impact on self-esteem, and reality dating shows and perceptions 
about dating and women, have been studied. Cultivation theory also has been applied 
to watching a single show. Viewers of Grey’s Anatomy, for example, expressed higher 
patient satisfaction and thought that doctors were courageous.18 However, cultivation 
scholars point out that viewers do not watch isolated genres only, and that the impact 
of specific program types or shows should be considered in the context of the overall 
viewing experience.

The Relevance of Cultivation Theory Today

Obviously, a lot has changed since George Gerbner first introduced cultivation theory in 
the 1960s, more than six decades ago. The media environment is vastly different than it was 
in the golden age of television when broadcast television’s three major networks monopo-
lized living rooms and attracted more than 90% of the viewing audience. Almost immedi-
ately, however, the new technologies of cable and the VCR appeared, disrupting network 
dominance and bringing a proliferation of new channels. That, too, soon evolved with the 
creation of the Internet and to the all-encompassing electronic digital media environment 
of today. Video-on-demand services such as Netflix provide access to entire seasons of 
television programs, a library of films, and original programming produced by Netflix, 
Amazon, YouTube, Hulu, Apple TV, and others, is within easy access on a variety of 
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devices and platforms. As cultivation scholars Morgan, Shanahan, and Signorielli wrote, 
“We now have TV shows that are not even ‘on TV.’”19

Given the vast changes in media technologies and institutions that have taken place, 
especially in recent times, it follows that we must ask whether cultivation theory (and other 
mass communication theories) remain relevant today. Do the ways in which we process 
content and information change in this new media environment? For example, does it 
make a difference if we are viewing on a large Ultra HD screen, or on a small phone? What 
if we are tweeting at the same time? What if we are binge-viewing several episodes of a 
program on one night?

Although the ways in which we now receive our programs and “stories” have changed, 
many scholars argue that important aspects of that content have not changed. Although 
we have more options than ever before, common messages and lessons remain, especially 
regarding violence, victimization, gender, power, class, race, and much more. Cultivation 
analysis remains most concerned with the totality of these common messages received 
over time. In addition, the media industry, with a relatively small number of media com-
panies, still relies on established formulas for appealing to large audiences, which means 
many tried-and-true themes and storylines remain the same. Obviously, the content of the 
messages embedded in programs is more important when studying cultivation than the 
ways or technologies with which they are delivered. Although there will be changes and 
challenges ahead, all of this indicates that cultivation theory indeed remains relevant.20

One of the most impressive features of Gerbner’s formulation is the amount of empiri-
cal research that it has generated in efforts to understand the effects and influences of the 
medium of television. In addition to research conducted by Gerbner and his associates, a 
large number of additional studies were undertaken by others to determine if and when the 
claims made by cultivation theory had merit.

Cultivation theory was an important milestone in the development of our understand-
ing of the process and effects of mass communication. It provoked a great deal of interest 
in the consequences of television viewing, not only among children but also among all 
segments of the population.

Questions for Discussion

1 Summarize and discuss the basic ideas of cultivation analysis. What do you think is 
the rate of violent crime in your area? Next, find the actual rate of violent crime in 
the city or area in which you live. Generally, for criminal cases that go to trial, what 
do you think is the rate of conviction? Compare what you think with the actual rate. 
What percent of the population works in law enforcement? Again, compare this with 
the actual rate. What other misrepresentations of reality can you think of that may 
come from long-term exposure to television content?
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21 Critical Cultural Perspectives
Interpretations of Media Influences 
on Individuals and Society

Cultural criticism of the process, content, and influences of mass communications is not a 
theory in the same sense as those that have been described in most of the other chapters in 
this book. However, it is a perspective used by many scholars in the field. The reason that it 
is not a theory in the same sense as those in other chapters is that the assumptions on which 
such criticisms are based have not been derived from a body of factual evidence assembled 
through the use of the scientific method. Because of this, the conclusions that are reached 
by those using this type of critical analysis are not intended to serve as guides to further 
empirical research aimed at evaluating the theory. However, such perspectives do provide 
important ways of assessing the process and effects of mass communication.

The assumptions about the nature of human individuals and the social order on which 
the perspective is based, and which are made by those who engage in cultural criticism, are 
taken a priori as valid—that is, as “obviously true.” In that sense, they are seen as need-
ing no research findings to testify to their validity. Nevertheless, such assumptions can 
be identified. When this has been accomplished, the basic ideas of cultural criticism—as 
an approach to analyzing, understanding, and criticizing the process and effects of mass 
communication—can be brought together into a related set of formal propositions. Thus, 
the purpose of this chapter is to identify the assumptions of the cultural critics concerning 
mass communication, to describe them systematically, and to identify their logical conse-
quences, as those consequences are seen by such critics.

At the end of the chapter, therefore, these propositions will be stated in summary form 
in much the same manner as the formal theories developed in earlier chapters. It is the 
purpose of the present chapter to try to describe in reasonably simple and understandable 
terms what cultural criticism is all about when this activity is applied to the process, con-
tent, and influences of mass communications.

Cultural Criticism: The General Background

There are two important features in the background of the cultural criticism perspec-
tive that require explanation: First, it is very general in what is examined. Cultural critics 
address a very broad range of topics and issues, including mass communication. They are 
concerned with the nature of contemporary society and how its conditions and features 
produce influences that can be unfavorable for many kinds of people—particularly those 
who are in some way disadvantaged.1 Second, as indicated above, it is not based on a sci-
entific epistemology. Those who practice this form of commentary and analysis do not 
proceed from, or base their conclusions on, scientific evidence gathered by an empirical 
process. Given that, the purpose of this chapter is to attempt to explain the foundation of 
assumptions that are used by these scholars in their criticism of issues and topics broadly 
but with a particular focus on those that are related to the mass media.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003083467-27
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Cultural Criticism as a General Intellectual Activity

But, more specifically, just what is cultural criticism? That is not a simple question that 
can be answered in a sentence or two with a straightforward definition. To explain cultural 
criticism, it is necessary to begin with a brief review of its complex intellectual heritage. 
That will help in understanding its procedures as well as its origins. Within that context, 
the next step will be to look more specifically at the ways in which those who practice 
cultural criticism have turned their attention to the mass media in contemporary society.

First, then, the present section will review briefly the very broad and general idea of 
cultural criticism. Following that, another section will discuss the intellectual foundations 
of that activity. Only after these broader strokes have been placed on the canvas will it 
be possible to discuss cultural criticism of the mass media and their influences on popula-
tions—as one of the many features of modern societies that are criticized by this body of 
scholars.

A Plethora of Perspectives

Today, engaging in cultural criticism is a popular activity practiced by many scholars who 
are located in many academic fields. For the most part, these are in the humanities or 
the social sciences, and many are associated with liberal political perspectives and agen-
das. Many share a strong concern for the disadvantaged in society. Disadvantage may be 
defined in terms of ethnicity, poverty, race, gender, sexual preference, or political power, 
among other categories.

Another background feature that has led to a broad range of scholars becoming inter-
ested in cultural criticism is that there is so much in life today that can be criticized. The 
rewards of contemporary society—income, power, status, opportunity—however defined, 
are not equally distributed among citizens. It is the sincere hope of many cultural critics 
that such inequities can be identified and addressed. Thus, there are many intellectual 
perspectives and many criteria that can be used for finding fault with many aspects of 
contemporary culture and the social order.

One issue that has not been adequately addressed in any detailed sense by contemporary 
cultural critics is what should be done about the conditions they see as unsatisfactory. In 
recent times, few have offered any new plan for society or for any major reorganization of 
the social order that would alleviate what they discuss as problems. That was certainly 
done by Karl Marx—perhaps the greatest cultural critic of all time—who, shortly after the 
mid-1800s, advocated that the industrial society of his time be swept aside by a revolution 
so that his vision of a classless society could replace it. Few cultural critics today have 
offered any alternatives to his sweeping vision.

Perhaps the most readable and easily understood explanation of this broad and general 
perspective is that of Arthur Asa Berger, who, in his insightful book Cultural Criticism: A 
Primer of Key Concepts (1995), described it this way:

Cultural criticism is an activity, not a discipline per se…. That is, cultural critics apply 
the concepts and theories [of many fields] in varying combinations and permutations, 
to the elite arts, popular culture, everyday life and a host of others. Cultural criticism 
is, I suggest, a multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, pandisciplinary, or metadiscipli-
nary undertaking, and cultural critics come from, and use, the ideas of a variety of 
disciplines.2

Berger’s explanation describes cultural criticism as an activity of breathtaking sweep and 
generality. The concern of cultural critics with the media is only one small segment, so to 
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speak, of that broad range. However, before focusing on the media more specifically, two 
other features of cultural criticism need to be discussed. Specifically, many of its scholars 
use a number of labels and terms that are by no means familiar to outsiders. In addition, 
their writing style can sometimes seem difficult to understand.

Problems Posed by Unusual Terms and a Complex Writing Style

Because cultural criticism cuts across so many topics and disciplines, it has developed a 
number of distinctive ideas and concepts that have been given specialized names—unique 
labels for ideas understood within a group of like-minded scholars but not necessarily 
familiar to people outside those circles. It is clear to anyone trying for the first time to read 
what some of the critics write that many of these unique and unusual terms are not well 
understood by those who are not a part of a particular subdiscipline.

To illustrate the issue of unfamiliar labels, consider such words as hermeneutics, decon-
struction, postmodernism, phallocentric, defamiliarization, and dialogical. Quite obviously, 
these are not common topics of discussion at the average breakfast table or even in seri-
ous conversations at lunch among the well-educated. It is easy, therefore, to dismiss the 
conclusions advanced by various kinds of cultural critics as unintelligible—and therefore 
unimportant. That would be a mistake, because much of what the cultural critics say is 
important. The bottom line here is that their conclusions can be complex and often dif-
ficult to interpret, but in many ways, they provide important insights into the nature of 
modern life.

There are others who are unsympathetic to cultural critics also because their overall 
writing style can sometimes seem impenetrable. Among the unsympathetic, some claim 
that cultural critics write in this manner for the deceptive purpose of protecting weak 
ideas. The charge is that if someone from the outside attacks obscurely written conclu-
sions, the cultural critic can always claim that the person simply “failed to understand” 
what the critic was saying. Thus, both obscure terms and an unfathomable writing style, 
say some, provide convenient camouflage for ideas that cannot stand the light of day on 
their own.

Whatever the final answer to this accusation, there are at least some grounds for con-
cluding that writing by cultural critics can at times be difficult to understand. For example, 
one scholar in the cultural criticism tradition defined the meaning of “postmodernism” 
with this passage:

It self-consciously splices genres, attitudes, styles. It relishes the blurring or juxta-
position of forms (fiction-nonfiction), stances (straight-ironic) moods (violent-comic) 
cultural levels (high-low)…It pulls the rug out from itself, displaying an acute self-
consciousness about the work’s constructed nature. It takes pleasure in the play of 
surfaces, and derides the search for depth as mere nostalgia.3

Will this passage be readily understood by the casual reader? That is not likely. The 
passage does appear to illustrate the point that scholars in this tradition sometimes fail to 
make their ideas entirely clear.

Whatever the answer to these issues, criticism of various features of contemporary cul-
ture should not be rejected out of hand. It is beyond dispute that cultural criticism has 
produced a body of writings that has triggered lively debates, close inspection of contem-
porary culture identification of practices, and conditions that warrant thoughtful consid-
eration—but not many proposals for the useful reorganization of society to correct the 
problems.
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An Ideological Epistemology

We noted earlier that the assumptions used and the conclusions reached by cultural critics 
are derived from ideological rather than empirical sources. What this implies is that, for 
those who practice cultural criticism, the premises from which they reason appear to them 
to be truths that are self-evident. More specifically, this means that the basic propositions 
accepted by the majority of cultural critics have not been induced from a body of research 
findings obtained from empirical observation and testing in the world of research.4 
Moreover, the conclusions that they reach—reasoning from those a priori premises—are 
also seen by such critics as truths that require no additional empirical verification. In this 
sense, the epistemology of cultural criticism is obviously quite different from that used in 
developing theories through a scientific strategy and then assessing their validity by using 
an empirical research methodology.

A Priori Truths as a Basis for Explanation

But is this a serious deficiency? Perhaps. Perhaps not. It can be noted that, in the search for 
valid knowledge over the centuries, this dependence on a priori truths, accepted as self- evident, 
has at times been a common epistemological strategy. For example, the devout Christian has 
never needed scientific research to support his or her commitment to the proposition that 
God created humankind in His own image—along with the heavens and earth and all the 
living creatures of the world. For Christians, that self-evident truth has been revealed in 
sacred documents and teachings. Such propositions require no scientific studies—only an 
act of faith—to validate them. It was this difference in epistemologies that led to the conflict 
between science and religion, such as those surrounding the works of Charles Darwin.

This does not imply that cultural criticism has a religious base. Quite the contrary: The 
cultural critic accepts a number of specific assumptions provided in the secular writings of 
charismatic intellectuals. These are taken as “givens” that need no empirical verification. 
As this chapter will explain, one very important source of such a priori assumptions is the 
writings of Karl Marx, along with a number of more recent interpreters and extenders of 
his analyses. The essential point here is that these propositions, for those who are cultural 
critics, need no empirical verification to be accepted as true.

The A Priori Assumptions of Science

A second essential point that needs to be made here is that discussing this feature of the 
epistemology of cultural critics is not intended as a criticism. All who seek knowledge 
begin with some set of a priori assumptions. For example, those who demand a scientific 
epistemology as a basis for understanding the human condition accept the proposition that 
the most valid way of obtaining reliable knowledge is by gathering and analyzing empiri-
cal evidence concerning whatever is under study. Science begins with an accepted convic-
tion (an a priori truth) that the world of phenomena is an orderly one. A second conviction 
is that the orderly arrangements among whatever is under investigation can be identified 
and understood. Still a third is a commitment to the proposition that empirical observation 
(via some form of sensory input) is the accepted way of assembling data.

Using those (a priori) postulates of science, however, is only one way of analyzing indi-
vidual and social behavior. One can begin with alternatives and then reason to conclu-
sions. Therefore, it is not the intention of this chapter to maintain that cultural criticism is 
less acceptable than scientific investigation because it is based on different a priori assump-
tions or that ideological-based interpretations are without merit. Indeed, cultural criticism 
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can provide provocative interpretations and challenging conclusions that can raise seri-
ous questions about the nature of social reality, including the process and effects of mass 
communications.

The Intellectual Origins of Contemporary Cultural Criticism

The second general background consideration required to understand cultural criticism, 
and eventually how and why it concerns mass communication and the mass media, is to 
look closely at its intellectual foundations or origins. It is those origins that reveal the nature 
of the a priori truths that are accepted as premises from which conclusions can be reached 
by those practicing cultural criticism. Today, there is a very lengthy list of scholars, intel-
lectuals, analysts, and writers who have contributed to the body of information devel-
oped within this perspective. It would be impossible in a brief chapter to do justice to this 
immense body of writings by attempting to summarize the works of all of them. Instead, 
the focus will be on the early origins of cultural criticism, its foundations—but ones that 
retain their significance today.

Karl Marx as Cultural Critic

It is not difficult to make the case that Karl Marx was one of the most notable cultural 
critics of all time—and perhaps the most influential of the last two centuries. Indeed, his 
ideas literally changed the world, and his influence is still with us. It is true, however, that 
in some ways, his influence has declined.

Nevertheless, contemporary cultural criticism is in one way or another still based on 
the conclusions and interpretations of the problems of nineteenth-century industrial soci-
ety that Marx described in his writings. Others have added to the body of “givens” ini-
tially established by Marx. Over the nearly century and a half since Marx first published 
his Das Kapital (1867), a host of additional intellectuals, interpreters, and writers have 
re-examined, reinterpreted, elaborated on, and extended his basic ideas. This extensive 
body of writings makes up today what constitutes the intellectual activity, basic assump-
tions, and evaluative pronouncements of cultural criticism.

Thus, current scholars who engage in such criticism have clearly gone beyond the founda-
tion that Marx provided. Nevertheless, their intellectual perspective still reflects his central 
ideas. In spite of the additions to and extension of Marxism (there is that “ism” again) in 
various intellectual spheres, he remains the dominating figure providing the basic a priori 
assumptions shaping the thinking of the majority of cultural critics.5 Berger maintains that 
this is particularly true of those in Europe.6 They continue to criticize postmodern society, 
in the Marxian tradition, attacking many disquieting conditions in contemporary capital-
istic societies.

Since the ideas of Karl Marx represent such a central point of departure that is easily 
recognized in the premises, logic, and conclusions of contemporary critical scholars, a 
very brief review of his ideas is important. Indeed, it would be difficult to understand even 
the most basic ideas of cultural criticism without a grasp of at least the fundamentals of 
the interpretations Marx developed concerning early capitalism.

Marx and the Nineteenth-Century Industrial Order

It is not difficult to see that, in many ways, Marx wrote in response to two major devel-
opments in Western society—the establishment of factory production and a commitment 
to capitalism. Factory production was not new. Water and wind power had been used for 
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some time, in a primitive way, to produce goods with machines. But factories were trans-
formed and hugely expanded beginning in the early 1800s with the application of the steam 
engine to power their machines. Steam engines were also applied to rail and water modes 
of transportation—both of which facilitated the movement of raw materials to factories 
and finished goods to markets.

The other development that prompted Marx to criticize the emerging industrial 
society was Adam Smith’s work An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 
Nations. In that classic work, first published in 1776, Smith systematically laid out the 
principles of capitalism. Producing goods for markets was not a new idea, but Smith 
effectively laid out the rules of an impartial economic system based on the use of both 
labor and machines in the production and distribution of goods for the central purpose 
of maximizing profits.

As a consequence of these two developments, by the middle of the 1800s, great changes 
had taken place in England and in other Western countries undergoing the process of 
industrialization. What was taking place was the development of an entirely new kind of 
“modern” social order—what Ferdinand Tönnies would call the Gesellschaft (Chapter 6). 
The urban-industrial society, based on factory production, was replacing the older, more 
traditional social order (the Gemeinschaft), which was based on subsistence agriculture 
or on aristocratic land ownership. Marx saw that the changes taking place were creating 
dreadful conditions, particularly for those who were now selling their labor for wages in 
the factories. He spoke out vigorously to criticize those conditions and to offer an alterna-
tive vision for a more humane society.

Inhumane Conditions in the Capitalist Society

What was it that Marx saw that led him to be so critical? The answer is the condi-
tions imposed on those who worked in the new industries. The early period of cap-
italism was, by today’s standards, a truly dreadful one of inhumane conditions for 
factory workers and their families. By the mid-1800s, the new economic order was well 
developed. It was not a time characterized by great sympathies for the working class. 
Workers who had left the land to labor in the new factories were not seen by their 
employers as complete human beings. Those who owned and controlled the means of 
production saw them collectively as “assets,” an impersonal resource to be used in their 
drive to make profits. “Labor,” according to Adam Smith, was a feature of production 
that was to be “exploited” (that is, used efficiently) in the search for maximum profits. 
To achieve the highest profits per monetary unit invested, production costs had to be 
rigorously controlled. This meant that labor was to be “used” efficiently in the same 
way a seam of coal or some other raw material was used efficiently as a part of the 
production process.

A central principle of the capitalistic system was that, above all, labor costs had to be 
kept as low as possible if profits were to be maximized in competitive markets. This meant 
that workers had to be paid enough so that they did not actually starve and could continue 
to work—but no more. In addition, their pay had to provide for bare subsistence for their 
children. Otherwise, there would be no continuing supply of workers. But to raise pay 
beyond that level for any kind of “humanitarian” consideration was regarded as an eco-
nomic folly on the grounds that it would reduce profits.

Capitalism was an abstract system with its own unique set of rules. Those who followed 
those rules were successful; those who ignored them were not. The people who actually 
owned the new factories were often (absentee) “investors,” who played no part in setting 
the rules. All they cared about was the greatest possible return on the money that they 
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had placed at risk. They had no interest in the introduction of humanitarian concerns or 
altruistic values into the production process. Limiting labor costs was simply one of those 
strategies that were necessary so that the highest possible level of profits could be made on 
whatever was being produced and marketed.

Marx’s Vision of a Need for New Type of Society

Karl Marx began as a journalist but was expelled from both Germany and France because 
of his radical writings. His remaining life was spent in London. By the time Karl Marx sat 
down in the reading room of the British Museum to write his famous criticisms of capital-
ism, the industrial revolution was very well developed with all of the conditions for workers 
described above. He saw firsthand how the workers in the mid-nineteenth century lived 
so miserably and how their labor contributed to the profits earned by those who owned 
or controlled the means of production. It was abundantly clear to him that the lives of 
working people were inhumane. Indeed, there is no doubt that they lived in dreadful con-
ditions. They worked from sunup to sunset, six days a week. If the owners and operators of 
the factories could have figured out a way to introduce artificial lighting, they might have 
extended that working day.

To put it mildly, factory workers were poorly paid. Consequently, they were poorly fed, 
poorly clad, and poorly housed. If they became ill, that was just too bad. Workers who 
became ill lost their jobs. If that happened, they and their families were in dire straits, to 
say the least. There were no welfare systems or other provisions to provide for them—only 
a few religious charities. Without funds to pay for care and with the limited health knowl-
edge of the time, they received little or no medical attention. Illness was common, and life 
expectancy was short. Even children had to work alongside their parents in the factories 
just to keep everyone in the family alive.

 The early period of capitalism was characterized by dreadful and inhumane conditions for factory 
workers and their families. These conditions prompted Karl Marx to write his famous criticism of 
capitalism.
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Advocating a Violent Revolution

Marx was appalled by these conditions. He tried in every way to speak out against them. It 
was in this sense that he became one of the most visible and successful cultural critics of all 
time. Like his more modern counterparts, he brought into his writings a number of terms 
that he felt were necessary to get his ideas across. In his Communist Manifesto, published 
with Frederick Engels in 1848, he brought new terms into the English language. He used 
the French term bourgeoisie to refer to “the class of modern capitalists—owners of the 
means of social production and employers of wage-labor.” Similarly, he used the label pro-
letariat to refer to “the class of modern wage-laborers, who having no means of production 
of their own, are reduced to selling their labor-power in order to live.”7

But Marx went beyond just criticizing and complaining. The Communist Manifesto was 
a blueprint for a new society. It was a “call to arms”—a declaration that there should be a 
restructuring of society through a violent revolution:

[The Communists] openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the for-
cible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a 
Communist revolution. The proletariats have nothing to lose but their chains. They 
have a world to win. Workingmen of all countries, unite!8

In this document, Marx openly advocated a political revolution that was, as he saw it, 
needed to develop his new vision of society. He set forth a detailed design for such a social 
order. It was to be based on the proposition that people would work and receive benefits 
“from each according to his abilities and to each according to his needs.” Above all, it 
would be a society in which the owners of the means of production would be pushed aside—
violently if need be. The factories and other means would be collectively owned by the work-
ers, and all would contribute what they could, and all would share in what was produced.

The Worldwide Spread and Continuing Influence of Marxism

The ideas of Marx seemed very attractive to many of the poor of the world—not only in 
industrial societies where the labor of workers was “exploited” for profit but also in agri-
cultural societies where people had long been dominated and used by those who owned 
the land. His ideas also appealed to many intellectuals and leaders who thought it essen-
tial to make a revolution happen to correct the ills of the industrial society. Thus, by the 
twentieth century, the political and economic theories of Marx played a very prominent 
role in shaping the world’s political events and governing systems. Certainly, in the late 
Soviet Union, founded on Vladimir Lenin’s interpretations, Marx’s theories were at center 
stage, especially during the Russian Revolution of 1918. The rise of the USSR, its part in 
World War II, and the Cold War that followed were profoundly influential events shaping 
much of what took place on the world stage during the last half of the 1900s. Similarly, 
Mao Zedong’s interpretations of Marx determined the destiny of China following World 
War II. The political systems of many smaller and less powerful nations—Cuba, North 
Korea, and a number of less developed countries—were also shaped by similar political 
philosophies. Thus, the daily lives and destinies of literally billions of individual human 
beings were influenced and directed by Marxian interpretations, beliefs, and values. It is 
little wonder, then, that the concepts, conclusions, values, and beliefs of Marx continue to 
influence many cultural critics.

For the most part, those societies that were founded on the ideas of Marx have not 
worked out all that well. Their leaders often had to adopt harsh means to keep their 
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populations in control. Their secret police, repressive measures, enforced conformity, and 
gulags (prisons) did not uniformly produce happy workers in social orders in which each 
contributed “according to his ability” and received “according to his needs.”

What Marx did not take into account is that human beings are not all the same. Indeed, 
individually, they are greatly different. Some are motivated by altruism, to be sure. But 
others are driven by monetary greed. Some are willing to be submissive and work for the 
benefit of others, but some have a lust for power and seek ways to dominate other peo-
ple. Some are ambitious, others lazy. Some adhere to the laws and norms; others engage 
in deviant behavior. And so it goes. If all human beings were alike and were willing to 
work in a cooperative manner to play a part in developing a fair and supportive society 
for everyone, the society envisioned by Marx might have worked. In many ways, it was a 
remarkable vision. Today, however, those Marxist societies that remain tend to be gross 
parodies of what he envisioned. Most are repressive regimes controlled by force by clever 
but ruthless individuals who use intimidation to retain their power.

In the early decades of the twentieth century, the ideas of Marx were extended, rein-
terpreted, and applied to social and political analyses by many scholars who were sym-
pathetic to his basic ideas. Most prominent among these was a group of social analysts at 
the University of Frankfort, in Germany. An Institute for Social Research was founded at 
the university in 1923 by Max Horkheimer. It was a Marxist-oriented center (not devoted 
to empirical research). Horkheimer and others (T. W. Adorno, Erich Fromm, Herbert 
Marcuse) took up the task of interpreting, within a Marxian perspective, social relations 
characterizing contemporary capitalist society. It was in many ways this group that founded 
the contemporary intellectual perspective known as “critical theory.” They focused on 
criticisms of large corporations, problems for individuals and society brought about by 
new technologies, and generally the continuing influence of industrialization on degrading 
the lives of human beings—especially those who are in some way disadvantaged.

The Cultural Superstructure of Capitalism

Marx was convinced that the economy of a society—essentially its system of production—
was its most central feature. It was more important than its political system, because an 
economy based on either agriculture or industrial production could exist in several kinds 
of governmental arrangements. It was on the foundation of the economy, he maintained, 
that the society organized its political system to support and complement the means of 
production. Thus, it was critical, he believed, that the economy be supported by the soci-
ety’s structure of laws and all its other institutionalized cultural activities, such as art, 
science, and education. Those features of a society’s culture must generate and dissemi-
nate agreed-upon “truths,” constantly supporting the economic means of production. He 
referred to this organization of norms, beliefs, and values as the cultural “superstructure” 
of a society.

The Need to Support the Status Quo

It was this conviction that led Marx to conclude that the messages and interpretations pro-
vided by virtually all features of the cultural superstructure of the capitalist societies were 
deliberately designed and controlled to be supportive of existing political arrangements by 
those who owned and controlled the means of production. In a stable society, its mem-
bers must be reasonably accepting of its political arrangements, more or less content with 
their place in its ranking system, and remain willing to work. To achieve that, all of the 
teachings of all of its institutions must proclaim the society to be a desirable one. Indeed, 
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they must define it not only as an acceptable society but as the best one possible. If some of 
the cultural institutions in a society—say, education and the church—were constantly to 
criticize and denounce the economic system, the society would not remain stable. People 
would become discontented and demand change.

The Mass Media as Cultural Superstructure

But how do the mass media fit into this complex picture of a priori assumptions, class 
struggles, revolutions, forms of government, and cultural superstructure? The answer, 
provided by cultural critics, is that the media play a central role in fostering the approval 
and acceptance of the existing system of capitalism. Keeping people happy with their eco-
nomic and political system is clearly an important goal for those who remain in control of 
that system. In contemporary terms, people in a society like that of the United States must 
believe (1) that their political system—democracy, as practiced in the United States—is 
the best of all possible arrangements and that it provides maximum benefits for its citizens. 
Similarly, (2) its economic system—capitalism—must be seen by the rank-and-file as the 
only reasonable and correct economic order among the alternatives—providing opportu-
nity and rewards for those who work and invest within it.

Among those institutions that generate messages and interpretations about the merits 
and advantages of contemporary American society, none plays a more prominent role 
than the mass media. They produce news, instructional information, and entertainment 
products in the form of popular culture—movies, music, television programming, and so 
on. In a society like the United States, it is clear that the themes, plots, depictions, and 
portrayals that these media present are supportive of, and not in opposition to, the existing 
economic and political systems.

Marx had no idea that mass media, beyond the newspapers of his time, would develop to 
become an important part of the cultural superstructure of contemporary society. He had 
no way to anticipate that the content of the media—the news, information, and entertain-
ment that they disseminate—would be an important factor in shaping people’s interpreta-
tions of their lives. He could not foresee that their social constructions of reality—based on 
the media’s depictions of the benefits and the shortcomings of their society’s economic and 
political systems—would be shaped by lessons embedded in the content of media. But that 
is precisely the concern of many cultural critics today. They see the content that the owners 
and controllers of the media generate as a crucial element shaping the cultural superstruc-
ture of society today. The result, they say, is that the lessons embedded in that content are 
a means to control the masses.

But what do the movies, television programs, and other media content provide in the 
way of instruction providing incidental lessons about the nature of the American society? 
The fact is, claim the cultural critics, that the messages in the popular culture provided 
by the media subtly tell the public that: (1) They live in a great society—one that provides 
them with the freedom to speak out and with a part to play in the political process through 
their individual votes. (2) It is the best of all possible economic and political systems, with 
welfare support for those in trouble and with equal opportunities for those who want to try 
to get ahead and prosper through hard work and rational planning. And (3) it would be the 
worst kind of folly to replace the system with anything else.

But the facts, say the critics, are quite different. If you are a minority person, the doors of 
opportunity are not as open to you as they are to others. Your vote may amount to little or 
even be prevented in subtle ways. And, lacking access to media, your voice is unlikely to be 
heard at the seats of power. If you are a woman, the “glass ceiling” may block your access 
to upward mobility in the workplace, and decisions about your body and its reproductive 
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system may be made by older white males. If your sexual preferences are not those of the 
majority, you may be stigmatized and disadvantaged by ways in which you are labeled and 
portrayed in the media. Thus, say cultural critics, life in the United States is very good 
indeed, as long as one is (1) male, (2) white, (3) affluent, (4) educated, and (5) successful. 
The media will demonstrate in their content that you represent the “ideal American.” If 
you are something else, however, the media will portray you in much less positive terms.

Public Unawareness of the Role of the Media

Most Americans, say cultural critics, have no insights or awareness of the part played by 
the media as an important element in the cultural superstructure of their society. They 
have little understanding, say such critics, of how those media constantly disseminate and 
reinforce favorable and widely accepted ideas about the merits of the American capitalistic 
system and its military-industrial complex.

It is not that they cannot grasp the principle. For example, most Americans believe fully 
that people in the totalitarian countries are manipulated by their governments—that their 
beliefs, attitudes, and values are a product of what those governments have chosen to pres-
ent to them in newspapers, magazines, films, radio, and television. However, they do not 
believe that this could happen in the enlightened countries of the West, where there is little or 
no direct government control over media content. For example, Berger notes that the Soviet 
Union exercised tight control over culture and the arts (including mass media) to convince 
citizens that their political and economic system was a very model of the best that could exist:

The notion that culture and the arts are ideological tools of ruling elites who use them 
to brainwash the masses is very close to the Stalinist theory known as zhdanovism. 
This theory argued that works of art should be characterized by ‘socialist realism’—
heroic truck drivers giving apples to rosy-cheeked children, heroic coal miners with 
rippling muscles working 100 hours a week for the good of the people, and so on. The 
purpose of art, according to this theory, was to support the Soviet state directly, by 
showing how wonderful life would be when Communism had been fully realized.9

The Media as Eager Volunteers

In spite of the lack of concern or recognition on the part of most Americans, the crit-
ics conclude, much the same thing takes place in the United States. The media strongly 
support the government and the economy. It is true that, at all levels, government is con-
strained by the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and cannot directly censor the 
press or insist that the entertainment industry tailor its offerings to support the status quo. 
Nevertheless, the critics maintain, the press and entertainment industries voluntarily act 
in concert to promote and reinforce public beliefs that life in the United States is special—
with freedom, fairness, open opportunities, and political equality for all. By any criteria, 
however, the critics point out, that is not the case.

But why, one may ask, would the media do this voluntarily? The answer, say the cultural 
critics, is that it is in their best interests to do so. Those who own and control the media have 
huge advantages for profit within the economic and political structure of the American 
society. They want to keep it that way. Millions can be made on a single movie. Profits 
from many media companies are greater than an investor can earn on many businesses. In 
recent decades, consolidation of ownership among major media companies has produced 
great economic empires that make the profits of the robber barons of the 1800s look like 
those of kids operating lemonade stands.
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In short, as a part of the cultural superstructure of the United States, the American 
media voluntarily play a key role in supporting the status quo of the political system and 
economy. It is an effective way to protect their power and profits. To attack the existing 
arrangements of government or instill discontent with existing economic arrangements 
would be counterproductive. Such acts would reduce opportunities to make maximum 
profits for those who own and control the media. Thus, there is no need for government 
bureaus of censorship, regulating newspapers and dictating to movie studios, radio sta-
tions, or television stations who might not send out favorable views of American society. 
The media are quite eager, the cultural critics say, to do that on their own.

It is not an easy task to bring together the complex ideas that have been discussed in 
this chapter into a propositional list. Nevertheless, to try to provide an overview of this 
complex body of scholarship, it is important to make such an effort. As indicated, many 
of the ideas, analyses, commentaries, and criticisms of these scholars have been written in 
terms whose meanings may not be clear to everyone. Reducing their major assumptions 
and conclusions to a brief set of propositions, therefore, is a risky endeavor at best.

The focus here is not on cultural criticism broadly. That is far too large a body of writing 
to try to pull together. The assumptions set forth below are mainly relevant to criticism of 
the mass media and their content. In general, then, the major propositions and conclusions of 
cultural criticism, focusing on the mass media, their content, and their influences, are these:

The Basic Propositions of Cultural Criticism of the Media: A Summary

1 Cultural criticism is a broad activity conducted by a variety of scholars who use many 
criteria to call attention to numerous flaws they believe exist in postmodern societies, 
including their systems of mass communication.

2 The assumptions about human nature and the social order that they use as premises 
for reasoning to the conclusions they reach are derived from ideological sources—that 
is, a priori conceptions of truth, as opposed to empirical observations made within the 
rules of science.

3 A major source of their a priori assumptions concerning the nature of postmod-
ern societies, and the part played by their media, is based in large part on the nine-
teenth-century conclusions of Karl Marx, but in many cases, these have been modified 
by his later interpreters.

4 An important assumption originally set forth by Marx is that the economy of a soci-
ety is the foundation on which its other features rest and that a cultural superstructure 
(which includes its media) supports and reinforces beliefs by the masses in the neces-
sity and superiority of that economy.

5 In postmodern societies, with postindustrial capitalist economies, the mass media 
play a central part in supplying audiences with a range of content intended to convince 
them of the positive features of established political and economic arrangements.

6 Therefore, those who control the media in postmodern societies voluntarily shape mass 
communication content (news, entertainment, and other information) so that it will 
protect their enterprises and power and maximize their profits, in the classical tradi-
tion of capitalism.

Questions for Discussion

1 Critical cultural scholars say that the media play a central role in fostering the approval 
and acceptance of the existing system of capitalism. As a result, people in societies 
such as the United States believe that their political system is the best of all possible 
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arrangements, and it provides maximum benefits for its citizens. In addition, its eco-
nomic system, capitalism, provides the best opportunity and rewards for those who 
work and invest within it. So, what is wrong with that? Why shouldn’t people believe 
they have the best political and economic systems, especially when compared to the 
alternatives? How would critical cultural scholars respond to these questions?
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22 Additional Theories and Concepts

A number of additional theoretical concepts, essays, and explanatory formulations were 
developed by mass communication scholars during the last half of the twentieth century. 
In each case, these formulations represented efforts to describe, understand, and explain 
either a narrow and specific process, an effect of the constantly changing system of mass 
communication, or a broad intellectual perspective for viewing the media. In many ways, 
this body of writings continues to offer valuable insights as to the nature of the mass media, 
how their operations and functions were shaped within their societies at various points in 
time, and the consequences that they appeared to be having on the populations they were 
serving. The value of such insights is that they help in understanding how the political, 
economic, and cultural features of a society often shape the nature of some specific influ-
ence of mass communication content or the media that develop within them.

The reason why they are grouped together in this chapter is that, for the most part, 
this category of scholarly efforts does not lend itself as easily to empirical verification or, 
in some cases, the more formal format that has been used in previous chapters. In other 
cases, these formulations have been focused very broadly as expository discourses on the 
nature of the press or other media.

Providing the ideas of these writers in a single chapter does not mean that they are 
of minor importance. Indeed, several have received wide attention and provided lasting 
perspectives that have been used to guide the beliefs of the public as well as the thinking 
of scholars about the role and influences of mass communication in society. But whatever 
their nature or scope, each has played a part in the accumulation of ideas about the pro-
cesses and nature of mass communication.

In the sections that follow, then, several such formulations are reviewed. The earliest, 
published in the mid-1950s, presents an analysis of four different ways in which the press 
can be viewed as it has delivered news to populations at different times within distinct 
political and economic systems. In their work Four Theories of the Press, media scholars 
Fred Seibert, Theodore Peterson, and Wilbur Schramm explained how these different ver-
sions of the press (mainly print media but also others of their time) were shaped by the 
political and economic systems prevailing within the societies during the historical period 
in which they developed.1 Although they label their discussions “theories” of the press, 
they do not provide clear-cut guides to empirical research for purposes of verification. 
Instead, they are broad descriptions of the nature of the press as it functioned during differ-
ent periods in various political-economic systems.

In the 1960s, English professor Marshall McLuhan published Understanding Media: 
The Extension of Man.2 It quickly became a popular work among the educated segment 
of the public. In this work, McLuhan introduced a number of catchy and colorful phrases 
into his discussions (e.g., “hot” and “cool” media, “the medium is the message”). While the 
American media have undergone many technological changes since his time, his writings 
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remain as interesting interpretations of the nature, functioning, and consequences of mass 
communications.

McLuhan’s explanation of the media and their influences was never intended to serve as 
a guide to empirical research. It was written in a complex literary style—as an expository 
essay sprinkled liberally with references to, and examples from, poems, classic works, and 
the creative products of various artists, musicians, and writers. Many found it both inter-
esting and enlightening. While it makes for fascinating reading, it is difficult to classify 
McLuhan’s work in terms of a particular type of theory. Nevertheless, because it is so 
widely known, it has become a part of the accumulated writings of scholars who have tried 
to understand and explain the complexities and consequences of mass communication.

The third formulation to be considered was published as a book in 1984. Elisabeth 
Noelle-Neumann titled it The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion—Our Social Skin.3 Based 
on German data from several elections, it explained that, when one segment of voters with 
a particular point of view spoke out especially strongly, gaining the attention of the press, 
those with different views tended not to do so. The result was that the political positions of 
those who were very vocal in the press were increasingly seen as those of the majority. For 
many, this influence has long been well understood. Traditionally, this is similar to what 
has been called a “bandwagon effect.” Learning that one candidate seems to be winning 
attracts an increasing number of less committed voters to what they interpret as the major-
ity position. Noelle-Neumann labeled this process a “spiral of silence,” in which those with 
contrary views made fewer and fewer efforts to make their ideas public—effectively silenc-
ing media attention to their views. Ultimately, she claimed, the resulting process shaped 
the results of elections.

A broad societal-level theory developed by Melvin DeFleur and Sandra Ball-Rokeach 
also is discussed in this chapter. Media system dependency theory explains the relationship 
among the mass media, their audiences, and the society as a whole. That relationship is 
described as one of mutual dependency, since the media could not exist without the other 
two components. The theory describes the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral effects 
that are likely to occur in this broad social system as the media take on more functions, 
and audiences and societies become even more dependent on the media. This is especially 
the case under conditions of high conflict and change in a society.

Finally, one relatively recent concept is described that has been added to the efforts of 
media scholars to understand and explain various features of the process and effects of 
mass communication. This recent advance focuses on the fact that at least some people 
in audiences are convinced that they are less susceptible to negative effects that might 
result from exposure to mass communications. At the same time, however, they believe 
that many other people are influenced negatively by that content. Termed the “third-person 
effect,” this interesting phenomenon is now under study by media scholars.

In the sections that follow, then, each of these formulations and concepts will be dis-
cussed briefly. Each has influenced the ways in which contemporary scholars think about 
the media and are part of the accumulation of scholarly knowledge about the process and 
effects of mass communication.

Four “Theories” of the Press

An early and important formulation, published in 1956 by three distinguished media 
scholars, was titled Four Theories of the Press. As indicated, these were not “theories” in 
the sense discussed in Chapter 2. However, they were “theoretical” in a broad sense in that 
each was a complex explanatory essay describing how the news media were shaped and 
organized, and how they operated, at various times in four different kinds of societal and 
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political contexts. Specifically, each essay was embedded in detailed discussions of philo-
sophical, political, and sociological analysis as these applied to the press in different types 
of societies and cultures at various periods in history.

Essentially, then, these four essays were historical accounts. The major purpose of the 
authors was to show how the press (news media in general) in each of these historical con-
texts had been shaped by the prevailing social orders within which they were developed 
and functioned. To accomplish this, they described their interpretations of how the press 
in these contexts were influenced by the nature of the formal relationships between indi-
vidual people in a society, the nature of the state, its controlling leaders, and major societal 
institutions. They termed these four contexts the authoritarian, libertarian, social responsi-
bility, and Soviet Communist “theories.” Each, they explained, gave rise to a distinct con-
ception of the nature of the press, the way it was controlled in those environments, and 
what it disseminated as content.

Its authors were particularly concerned with printed media—as opposed to broadcast 
or film. Their reasons for this were that the print news media came first and set the basic 
nature of those that came later. In addition, over the centuries, they generated far more in 
the way of debates and discussions as to their role in society.

Within this focus, then, this important book offered four distinctive “models” against 
which press systems, at different periods of history in different countries, could be com-
pared. As such, it offered valuable insights for understanding how the communication sys-
tems in contrasting political and economic settings came into existence, were organized, 
were controlled, and were used for the delivery of news and other information to their 
audiences. The authors stated their overall goal in their introduction to the book:

In the simplest terms, the question behind this book is, why is the press as it is? Why 
does it apparently serve different purposes and appear in widely different forms in dif-
ferent countries? Why, for example, is the press of the Soviet Union so different from 
our own, and the press of Argentina so different from that of Great Britain?4

Authoritarian Theory

The guiding principle used by the authors in their analysis of each of the four types of press 
systems discussed in the book is this:

Since the press … was introduced into an already organized society, its relation to that 
society was naturally determined by the basic assumptions or postulates which were 
then furnishing the foundation for social controls. Since most of the governments of 
western Europe were then operating on authoritarian principles when the popular 
press emerged, those same principles became the basis for a system of press control.5

The authors explain that these assumptions concerning the nature of government, on 
which controls over the press were first founded, were of ancient origins and extended 
back in time to the writings of Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and many others. In more 
modern times, they took newer forms within the authoritarian systems established by 
Mussolini and Hitler. Essentially, these assumptions concerned the (1) nature of human 
beings, (2) the characteristics of society and the state, (3) the relationship between individ-
uals and the state, and (4) finally, the nature of knowledge and truth.

In all such systems, the individual is of much less significance than the society as a 
whole. Moreover, the state, as an organized system of regulations and controls, provides for 
orderly life within society and is therefore assumed to be of the highest level of importance. 
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It is only within that stable and controlled environment, according to this form of think-
ing, that the human being can achieve his or her highest potential.

The individual’s dependence on the state for achieving an advanced civilization 
appears to be a common ingredient in all authoritarian systems. In and through the 
State, man achieves his ends; without the State, man remains a primitive being.6

Given these observations, then, their first essay explains how, in a period of mon-
archies and not long after the process of printing was invented, the early newspapers 
that were produced and distributed had to be controlled. The kings and emperors of the 
time distrusted the press and saw it as a probable source of mischief that could threaten 
the stability of the state, the orderly life it provided, and (especially) their own power. 
Consequently, they imposed rigid requirements on publishers of all kinds. Those who 
operated printing enterprises did so only with the permission of the monarch. All infor-
mation to be published had first to be reviewed by the monarch’s representatives. Only 
after approval was gained could it be “published by authority.” For understandable rea-
sons, then, the authors label their analysis of this early system as the authoritarian theory 
of the press.

In the twentieth century, other types of rigid authoritarian systems were established by 
the fascist governments that developed, particularly in Germany and Italy. In these forms 
of government, the authority of the state was supreme. Even “truth” was subject to the 
goals of those controlling the state. Both Hitler and Mussolini made elaborate use of prop-
aganda, disseminated as “truth” by a totally controlled system of mass media.

Generally, then, the authoritarian model of the press required that all information that 
is received by members of the society via media be first screened and authorized by those 
in control before being disseminated. If not, there was the danger that those who receive 
unauthorized information would form unwanted opinions and beliefs that could erode 
the power of those in charge. For that reason, in an authoritarian system, media that 
disseminate news and other forms of information to the public were allowed to do so only 
under rigid rules designed and implemented by those in positions of power. Thus, as lit-
eracy expanded, it became increasingly necessary under this system to prevent printers of 
pamphlets, newspapers, and even books from preparing and disseminating any content 
that was deemed threatening to those in power. This was done by making it a crime to 
print and distribute by any means any writings that were not first cleared by agents of the 
monarch.

Commonly, then, the monarch had agents who routinely reviewed, prior to publication, 
all forms of printed material that would be distributed to the population. In the American 
colonies, printers had to have everything reviewed by special representatives of the Crown. 
Whatever came off their presses, after passing that review, was “published by authority.” 
In more modern times, by extension, during the Fascist period in Europe, this system was 
used for other media, such as radio and film.

Those who have enforced the authoritarian model have always maintained that they 
were justified in doing so. Their reasons offered for their actions were essentially these: It 
is obvious that maintaining a stable and predictable social order is essential to the well-be-
ing of its citizens. It is also obvious that if peace and order is not preserved, the resulting 
turmoil can have negative consequences for those citizens. Therefore, the claim goes, those 
in charge have an obligation to restrain those who would bring social disruption by pub-
lishing information that will foster discontent and conflict.

Today, the Soviet Union no longer exists. Nevertheless, for the reasons noted above, the 
authoritarian “Soviet Communist” model of press control is alive and well, even though 
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the label is no longer correct. One need only to look at such nations as Cuba, North 
Korea, or Iran. In such settings, the press is rigidly controlled by those who hold power. 
There is no opposition press in North Korea, for example, denouncing the policies of 
Kim Jong Un. If someone were to try to start such an opposition press, he or she would 
be summarily jailed, or possibly dealt with more drastically. The same is true in the case 
of all governments where power is centralized in a similar manner. Again, the justifica-
tion for enforcing such a system is that disruption and conflict fostered by a critical press 
cannot be tolerated and the public must be protected against such social instability. The 
authoritarian model of press control, therefore, is not just a system that is of historical 
interest. Such systems continue to exist to disseminate “truth” and “knowledge” in the 
form of controlled versions of the news designed to shape the beliefs and opinions of 
populations.

Libertarian Theory

As the history of the American colonies shows, many people of the time chafed under 
the authoritarian system of press control imposed by the Crown. Increasingly, during the 
colonial period, a number of prominent individuals demanded more freedom to speak out 
against government—to have greater liberty to publish materials that may not have pleased 
those in power. During this time, the concept of political democracy was emerging. This 
idea represented a refocusing of the source of political power—which had for centuries 
been from the top down. The emerging new concept of government was that power was 
obtained from the bottom up. That is, rulers governed only with the consent of the people.

As systems of democracy were being shaped in France and the fledgling United States, 
the concept of personal liberty became a central one shaping the new political order. This 
concept of liberty included not only the right to play a personal part in choosing those 
who would exercise power at the ballot box but also the freedom to speak out—to criticize 
those in charge when that seemed called for. That meant not only in public meetings and 
speeches but also in print.

The system of publishing “by authority” continued in the colonies, even after it had 
largely been abandoned in Britain. In the 1730s, in the New York colony, a landmark 
trial of Peter Zenger, a newspaper publisher who printed articles criticizing Crown policy, 
was a major factor in shaping thinking about freedom of the press. He was charged with 
“seditious libel” (the crime of publishing untruths in an effort to undermine government). 
He was found “not guilty” by a jury of his peers on the grounds that what he had pub-
lished was true. The result of the Zenger trial was an awareness of the importance of a free 
press. This idea became a central issue in the intellectual foundations of the American 
Revolution. Eventually, these ideas about liberty, freedom of speech, and freedom of the 
press were incorporated into the Constitution of the United States as a part of the set 
of ten amendments adopted as the Bill of Rights. For this reason, the authors use the 
term libertarian theory of the press to describe the type of newspapers that were developed 
within this social and political context.

Social Responsibility Theory

As the press matured, new technologies of printing and distribution were increasingly 
developed, and newspapers (and later other media) brought ever-larger numbers into 
their audiences. As explained previously, Horace Mann had persuaded the legislature of 
Massachusetts to establish free and mandatary public education in order to increase lit-
eracy among the population. That innovation quickly spread to other states, expanding 
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the numbers of people who could read. As subscriptions rose across the nation, with more 
and more people receiving information from newspapers, thoughtful journalists began to 
see the press in a new light. It was not, they began to believe, just a set of business enter-
prises operated by owners in any manner they wanted just to make a profit or so that they 
could speak out. It seemed clear that the press had significant influences on many people’s 
beliefs, ideas, and behaviors about many kinds of important issues and events.

Based on this understanding, a conception was developed by both the public and those 
managing newspapers that, because of its influence, the press had social responsibilities. 
A newspaper, or another medium, should not be just a mouthpiece for those with spe-
cial interests or political agendas. It had to serve many needs of a great variety of people 
by presenting news accurately in an unbiased manner—providing the population with a 
truthful, comprehensive, and intelligent account of each day’s events. This way of thinking 
about the maturing press was referred to by the authors in their book as the responsibility 
theory of the press.

Early in the twentieth century, the period of “yellow journalism” came to dominate 
many newspapers, mainly in urban settings. Their content emphasized sensational reports 
of crime, corruption, and deviance, plus stories with emotional content and human inter-
est. It was entertaining, and the goal was to increase circulations. It was remarkably suc-
cessful in doing so. However, when the public tired of sensationalism, a more objective 
form of journalism came into existence. It had an obligation to be as accurate as possible, 
to separate fact from opinion, and to serve the public by full and unbiased reporting of 
the news.

Following World War II, a Commission on the Freedom of the Press examined the prac-
tices and characteristics of American newspapers and the broadcast media that existed at 
the time.7 In many ways, it was a landmark development that brought the social responsi-
bility theory into greater visibility. While not all newspapers followed the principles that 
were outlined in the Commission’s report, many did. Siebert and his colleagues summed 
up the functions of the press under this new conception in terms of six basic tasks:

(1) Servicing the political system by providing information, discussion, and debate on 
public affairs; (2) enlightening the public so as to make it capable of self-government; 
(3) safeguarding the rights of the individual by serving as a watchdog against govern-
ment; (4) servicing the economic system, primarily by bringing together the buyers 
and sellers of goods and services through the medium of advertising; (5) providing 
entertainment; (6) maintaining its own financial self-sufficiency so as to be free from 
the pressures of special interests.8

Although one might question number five as an important function of the press, these 
six responsibilities form a far more positive view of its nature and functions than any that 
had previously existed. It brought dignity and gravitas (a sense of seriousness and impor-
tance) to the craft of journalism as well as to the newspapers themselves.

The social responsibility theory of the press was a great step forward from either the 
authoritarian model or the libertarian model. It was a very large step indeed from the ear-
lier “partisan” newspapers that were supported and published to promote and support the 
goals of a particular special interest.

Today, the socially responsible press is alive and well, at least in principle. Not all news-
papers today follow the mandates of the Commission on the Freedom of the Press as set 
forth in the 1940s, but the majority tend to do so. Thus, in many ways, it is this conception 
of the nature and functions of the press that characterize most newspapers and other news 
media of the twenty-first century in the United States.
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Soviet Communist Theory

One of the major concerns at the time the book was published was what was taking place 
regarding the press in the Soviet Union. World War II had only recently ended, the Cold 
War was beginning, and the Soviet Union was being recognized as a potential source of 
danger. The manner in which Soviet leaders were using their news media as agents of 
social control had become a matter of considerable concern. It was clear, before and dur-
ing World War II, that in highly controlled societies, such as those of fascist Germany and 
Italy, the press was an extension of government. It was a highly controlled instrument used 
to shape public beliefs, interpretations, and opinions favoring those in power. That was 
also clearly the case in the Soviet Union.

The Soviet Union had been an ally of the United States and Britain in the defeat of the 
Nazis. Moreover, it was based on the political theories of Marx (who had himself been a 
journalist) and of Lenin (who applied Marxian theory to the development of the Soviet 
state). Basically, Marxism claimed that power was vested in the people. But the press sys-
tem that had developed within Stalin’s Soviet Union did not seem embedded in that con-
cept. It appeared to be much more like those used in fascist societies as a means of gaining 
and retaining control over the population. While this became increasingly obvious, the 
exact nature of the Soviet press was not entirely clear. The explanations in Four Theories of 
the Press provided important insights into its workings. It was clear that it operated within 
a system of state ownership, exercising heavy censorship, and making deliberate use of prop-
aganda. They used the term the “Soviet Communist theory of the press” to describe this 
system. Although Russian society has changed greatly in recent times, in many respects, 
the model described by Wilbur Schramm is still valuable in understanding the nature and 
role of the press in tightly controlled and centrally dominated societies today. Its principles 
can be summarized in the following terms:9

1 Mass communications are used instrumentally—that is, as an instrument of the state 
and the party.

2 They are closely integrated with other instruments of state power and party influence.
3 They are used as instruments of unity within the state and party.
4 They are used as instruments of state and party “revelations.”
5 They are used almost exclusively as an instrument of propaganda and agitation. They 

are characterized by a strictly enforced responsibility.

What made the Soviet Communist theory of the press so fascinating at the time of the 
Cold War was how greatly different it was from the social responsibility theory that pre-
vailed in the United States. In many ways, however, there are many parallels between the 
Soviet system and the older authoritarian theory that characterized both Europe and the 
American colonies in the eighteenth century. Today, of course, the Soviet Union is now 
history, and the press in Russia has undergone changes. However, as noted, versions of 
the Soviet Communist theory of the press still prevail in countries with Marxian political 
systems.

Overall, the important lesson from this work on Four Theories of the Press lies not in the 
details of the several models of the press that were closely examined. Indeed, while each 
version can be found to one degree or another today in various countries, the main point 
is that these scholars described and explained the direct and causal relationship between the 
type of government that provides stability in a society and the nature of the press that emerges 
and functions within it. That relationship will determine whether the press is, or is not, con-
trolled by those in power; what content will be supplied to the public; and the nature of the 
“truths” that will be disseminated for what purpose.
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The Interpretations of Marshall McLuhan

In many respects, Marshall McLuhan is one of the most controversial scholars who wrote 
about the nature and consequences of mass communication. His explanations, in the mid-
1960s, of the ways in which the modern media are an influence on individual and social 
life are often cryptic, contradictory, and generally difficult to understand.10 Nevertheless, 
those ideas became very popular among the more educated segment of the public. They 
were also very popular among those who owned and controlled the mass media.

McLuhan was not a social scientist or in any sense a media researcher or communica-
tions scholar. He was a Canadian English professor who undertook to develop a discourse 
on how the new media—specifically the mass media that came after print—were changing 
the ways in which individual people experience the world and also the nature of the social 
order itself. Radio and television, he believed, would open remarkable vistas for ordinary 
people, and that would change their ways of life.

The Global Village

One of the changes that McLuhan predicted was the disappearance of conflicts and ten-
sions between different categories of people and societies worldwide. With the ability to 
exchange messages freely and instantaneously, he declared, conflicts could be resolved 
and people on the planet would come to be one large community. It would appear to many 
today that this state of affairs never materialized. Recent wars, social upheavals, geno-
cides, racism, and continuing acts of violence indicate that conflicts clearly remain, even 
though our ability to communicate with new technologies has increased dramatically.

McLuhan claimed that his ideas about the consequences of increased communication 
between peoples were original. In some ways, however, he was also a “New Columbus.” 
For example, he made no mention of the work of sociologist Charles Horton Cooley, who, 
as the 1900s began, maintained that new communications media (of his time) would bring 
great changes in human life. Cooley saw the mass newspaper delivered to one’s door, the 
new telegraph, and the telephone “enlarging” in dramatic ways the manner by which 
human beings could contact one another and “animating” them to be more involved in 
public affairs. He understood clearly that such an expansion was going to have profound 
influences on the human condition, and he tried to anticipate what those might be. One 
consequence, he explained, would be to reduce conflicts and tensions between people around 
the world, opening an era—a “global village”—of greater peace and stability. Cooley, 
therefore, was an earlier scholar who tried to analyze the forthcoming consequences of the 
new media by which human beings were able more swiftly to exchange messages. It would, 
he wrote, open a “whole new epoch in human existence.”11

McLuhan maintained basically the same thing with respect to the new media of his 
time. But in spite of his failure to recognize earlier scholars, it was an intriguing idea to 
many. The new media would bring people together all over the world. Radio and (the 
then new) television were bringing information to people in ways that had never been the 
case before. Those ways involved not only the human senses (seeing and hearing) so as to 
influence the life of the individual but also the ways in which human beings would relate 
to each other. He used the term “global village” to forecast a time when barriers to com-
munication between human groups would be so fully open that conflict would subside.12

The Medium Is the Message

The idea that a new communications technology can make major transformations in 
the human condition is not difficult to understand. McLuhan was well aware that, when 
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societies changed from a verbal-only mode of communication to one where reading and 
writing was common, that change had profound results. Similarly, the development of 
printing and subsequent increases in literacy, as a result of Gutenberg’s press, resulted in a 
great expansion of culture. In that sense, each new medium is a “message” that brings new 
meanings to the human condition.

To explain this idea, McLuhan embedded his discussion within a complex web of cita-
tions and references to modern and classical poets, philosophers, and writers. More spe-
cifically, he offered an analogy to explain what he meant by the phrase “the medium is the 
message.” Using the example of “automation,” he explained the idea in these terms:

This is merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium—that 
is of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale that is introduced into 
our affairs by each extension of ourselves or by any new technology. Thus, with auto-
mation, for example, the new patterns of human association tend to eliminate jobs, 
it is true. That is the negative result. Positively, automation creates roles for people, 
which is to say any depth of involvement in their work and human association that our 
preceding technology had destroyed.13

Essentially, he seemed to be making the point that changes in the ways people com-
municate—with new media technologies—bring about major changes in their personal 
behavior, their culture, and their social order.

That is a valid, but hardly new, observation. Major changes in communication have 
occurred many times in human history, and a host of scholars before McLuhan have 
discussed their profound influences on the nature of the human condition, culture, and 
society. These changes include the development of the ability to speak and use languages 
(about 45,000 years ago), the emergence of writing (about 5,000 years back), printing 
(in 1455), the development of a practical telegraph (in 1844), the telephone (in 1876), 
radio (in 1896), motion pictures (in 1900), and television (in 1922). Each of these technol-
ogies took a while to develop, spread, and become widely used by the public through the 
process of the diffusion of innovation (see Chapter 18). But that same point can be made by 
any change in a major technology. Students of social and cultural change have discussed 
the role of technology in altering the human condition for a very long time.

Media Hot and Cold

McLuhan developed a simple classification scheme for the various media in human use. 
This definition was based on the amount of data that the medium presented in a given mes-
sage to those who received it. A “hot” medium, in this system of classification, is one that 
provides the receiver with a large amount of data. A “cool” one provides less. McLuhan 
explained the distinction in the following terms:

There is a basic principle that distinguishes a hot medium like radio from a cool one 
like the telephone, or a hot medium like the movie from a cool one like TV. A hot 
medium is one that extends one single sense in ‘high definition.’ High definition is the 
state of being well filled with data. A photograph is, visually, ‘high definition.’ A car-
toon is ‘low definition’ because very little visual information is provided.14

Using these definitions, McLuhan went on to explain that both speech and the tele-
phone are cool media on the grounds that both supply limited information to the recipient. 
The receiver has to be an active participant and must “fill in” a considerable amount of 
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information in order to understand the message. In contrast, he maintained, a hot medium 
supplies far more, and the receiver does not have to participate as fully in the process of 
communication.

This distinction has confused many scholars. For example, he proclaimed print to be a 
“hot” medium. His explanation was not based on the amount of data that was provided 
on a printed page (as in the above quotation) but on the fact that print had resulted in 
profound changes in society. Beyond that, he predicted (as many others have) that the age 
of print would soon come to an end. The new medium of television would replace it. This 
delighted the television industry but did not make sense to many scholars. As Baran and 
Davis note:

[His ideas] were corrupted to become broadcast industry gospel: So what if children 
spend most of their time in front of television sets and become functionally illiterate? 
Reading is doomed anyway—why prolong its demise? Eventually, we will all live in a 
global village where literacy is as unnecessary as it was in preliterate tribal villages. 
Why worry about the negative consequences of television when it is obviously so much 
better than the hot old media that it is replacing?15

McLuhan’s Legacy

Generally, then, McLuhan’s ideas were proclaimed at the time as very insightful and 
important by many members of the public. However, media researchers and scholars 
found it difficult to understand what he was trying to say. His works were complex and 
often contradictory. His ideas were embedded in long references to works from literature 
and the arts in his attempt to make them understood. Moreover, in his writings, he claimed 
a number of conclusions that had been expressed earlier in one way or another by many 
previous scholars. He made a number of predictions that have failed to come about (e.g., 
the emergence of a “global village,” the disappearance of print).

In terms of his contributions to research, these have been minimal at best. Those inves-
tigators who have tried to design studies to test his ideas have found them too vague and 
contradictory. As a consequence, no body of research findings has accumulated to either 
verify or reject the conclusions McLuhan reached concerning modern media or their influ-
ences on individual or social life. His ideas still have a following among some scholars and 
segments of the public and make interesting (if difficult) reading.

The Spiral of Silence Theory

This more narrowly focused theory was developed by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann on the 
basis of her studies of public opinion and its formation in Germany. The theory explains 
the emergence of prevailing public opinion on an issue. Its central idea is that when a pub-
lic issue develops, it sometimes happens that people representing a particular position will 
express their views in strong terms in the media, even if they are actually in the minority. 
The consequence is that those who speak out openly and in a self-confident manner may 
create the impression that support for their position is stronger than it actually is.

When this takes place, those who hold an opposite view may refrain from strong pub-
lic statements on the assumption that their position is the less popular of the two. These 
conditions produce a spiraling process—the more the one group speaks out the less does 
the other. As more and more people become aware of the issue and form an opinion, 
the greater the likelihood that the view most widely discussed in the media will come to 
dominate.
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After observing the events and results of the German national elections in 1965, political 
scientist Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann began to develop what she termed the “hypothesis of 
silence.” This hypothesis is similar to a political phenomenon that has long been termed the 
“bandwagon effect.” That is, if one candidate in an election appears to the public to be signif-
icantly in the lead, voters whose initial preferences have been for his or her opponent—who is 
now seen as probably losing—will often “jump on the bandwagon.” That is, they want to be 
on the winning side, so they abandon their initial selection and switch their vote to the one 
they believe will be victorious. Thus, the spiral of silence theory is similar to a time-honored 
pattern known as the “bandwagon effect” to students of politics.

The Hypothesis of Silence

During the national elections in Germany in 1965, there were several parties in contention. 
However, one of the major parties, the Christian Democrats, had been more or less even 
with the other major party that was competing in the election, as shown by polls of voter 
intentions. However, during the last phase of the campaigns, the Christian Democrats 
suddenly surged ahead:

What had occurred had been recognized and named centuries earlier, but was still not 
understood: the power of public opinion. Under its pressure, hundreds of thousands—
no, actually millions of voters—had taken part in what was later called a ‘last minute 
swing.’ At the last minute they had gone along with the crowd, swelling the Christian 
Democratic ranks from a position of equality with the other major party to what offi-
cial election returns recorded as a lead of more than 8 percent.16

While the idea of a bandwagon effect had been around for a very long time, no one under-
stood the underlying process fully and just how it came about. What were people thinking? 
Why did they make this last-minute change to the Christian Democrats? What was going 
on to bring about such a result? In the next election, in 1971, Noelle-Neumann saw exactly 
that same pattern. The two major parties were neck and neck, as far as the polls concern-
ing voting intentions could determine. Then, right at the end, when it was announced that 
the Christian Democrats were expected to win, there was another last-minute swing as 
voters “jumped on the bandwagon.”

What Noelle-Neumann finally figured out was that the result of the election in cases 
where such a late change took place was that “the climate of opinion depends on who 
talks and who keeps quiet.”17 What that refers to is that those who are confident of victory 
“speak out,” and the media carry their message. Then, those whose candidate is not seen 
as a winner command less media attention that reaches fewer potential voters. According 
to the spiral of silence perspective, this factor can be potent in the final shaping of public 
opinion, and that can significantly influence the outcome of an election or controversial 
public issue.

Fear of Isolation

A classical experiment in social psychology appeared to Noelle-Neumann to offer at least 
a part of the explanation of what was taking place in the context of the elections. In the 
1950s, social psychologist Solomon Asch confronted student subjects with a line-judging 
task as part of a “vision test.” He showed each subject three lines drawn on a sheet of 
paper. Each line was of a different length. He then showed the subject another line and 
asked the person to make a judgment as to which of the earlier three lines (still visible) was 
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of the same length. Only one of the three comparison lines was actually (and obviously) of 
the same length as the one about which the subject was to make a judgment.

If each subject had been asked to make this judgment in a setting where no other people 
were present, he or she would have had no problem. There was a clear and obvious answer. 
However, Asch rigged the experiment. He had ten “confederates,” who seemed to be just 
other similar subjects. They were present in each trial and all made and indicated their 
judgments before the actual subject made his or hers. In making their responses first, all of 
the confederates uniformly chose one of the lines that clearly was not the same in length as 
the comparison one. The question, then, was this: Would the “naive” subject (who was not 
a confederate) go along with the majority and select the line that they uniformly indicated? 
Or would he or she act independently and select the one that his or her senses indicated 
was actually correct? The answer was that, overwhelmingly, the naive subjects selected the 
line that had been indicated by the majority.

To Noelle-Neumann, this experiment appeared to offer a tentative explanation of the 
last-minute swing in the election results. There is, she believed, a fear of isolation among 
human beings. They want to belong—to be like others in the group and to be accepted. 
Therefore, they “go along.”

The Nature and Spread of Public Opinion

In an analogous sense, the uniform judgments of the confederates in the line-judging 
experiment represent “public opinion” concerning the task. When those naive subjects 
saw that the majority held an opinion that was contrary to their own—even though their 
senses told them that it was incorrect—they felt under pressure to go along with the major-
ity. In this sense, then, the communication to the naive subject that the majority was in 
consensus about the line length made it difficult for the naive subject to become a “devi-
ant” and express a judgment that ran counter to that shared opinion.

Another way of looking at the situation (not used by Noelle-Neumann) was that the 
opinions expressed by the confederates were seen as a “norm” by the naive subjects—a 
socially supported rule that a member of a group is expected to follow. Thus, every human 
group has such norms, and one deviates from them at his or her own risk.

If public opinion is seen as an expression of a norm (concerning the candidate that will 
be likely to win the election), the question, then, is not whether people will conform to 
the norm but how they learn what it is. The answer in the election context is that the mass 
media provide the information (social definitions of reality) from which people learn of 
the prevailing norm of public opinion. If news reports of polls show that one candidate 
(or party, in this case) appears to have taken the lead, that serves the same function as 
did the expressed judgments of the confederates in the Asch experiments. The role of the 
media, then, is to make public the norm to which people ought to comply.

But beyond that, when the news media and spokespersons make it known which candi-
date seems to be leading, then those who might have spoken out on behalf of an apparently 
losing contender are likely to make less of an effort to make their views known. What 
this means is that the media tend to reduce their interest in probable losers. When this 
happens, the public hears less and less about them. In a kind of spiral, then, more media 
attention is given to the candidate that is expected to be the winner, and less and less is 
devoted to the losers. As that spiral builds, more and more voters want to “jump on the 
bandwagon,” further enhancing the prospects of the assumed winner who is receiving 
increasing media attention.

The spiral of silence is an intriguing theory, but it is not without problems or criti-
cism. For example, decades of research have provided only mixed support for the main 
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hypothesis of the theory, that is, the relationship between perceived opinion climate and 
one’s willingness to speak out.18 For example, recent studies focus on attitude certainty, 
meaning that those who are certain of their opinions will always speak out regardless of 
the prevailing opinion climate,19 and the ways in which interpersonal reference groups can 
be more influential than media influences.

Media System Dependency Theory

Using the analytical sociological perspective of a “social system,” DeFleur described the 
relationship among the mass media, their audiences, and the society as a whole as one char-
acterized by “mutual dependency.”20 That is, the media could not exist without the other 
two components. Modern societies are dependent on their media, due to the part they play 
in their economic, political, and other institutions. Audiences are also in a situation of 
dependency insofar as the media supply their members with amusements and gratifications 
as well as with useful information that would be difficult to obtain from other sources. In 
this broad system, cognitive, emotional, and behavioral effects take place among audience 
members as a result of being exposed to mass-communicated messages.

A major goal of media system dependency theory, developed by Melvin DeFleur and 
Sandra Ball-Rokeach, is to explain why mass communications sometimes have power-
ful and direct effects and, at other times, have indirect and weak effects. Indeed, it is the 
nature of the three-way relationship, audience–media–society, that most directly deter-
mines many of the effects that the media have on people and society. Thus, all of these 
“parts” should be considered when seeking to study and understand media effects.

People in contemporary urban-industrial societies make heavy use of the content of our 
mass media. In part, they do this because they enjoy media content. However, people in 
modern societies have come to rely on mass communications for all kinds of information 
that they would find difficult to obtain from other sources. They turn to the media for 
entertainment. They do so when they want, or need, to find the latest news about an event 
and how to interpret it. They turn to the media in a time of crisis, such as a terrorist attack, 
a mass shooting, a hurricane, or other natural disaster. They also turn to the media to find 
out where they can purchase things they need at the best prices, to locate housing, to seek 
employment, even to find someone to date or to marry.

The Nature and Forms of Media Dependency

A major reason for this media dependency is that we live in a society in which networks of 
interpersonal ties are not as deeply established as they once were in pre-industrial socie-
ties. In modern life, people of many unlike backgrounds live in physical proximity to each 
other, but with extensive differences based on ethnicity, race, education, income, religion, 
and other characteristics. Such social and cultural differences often pose barriers to inter-
personal communication and lead people to turn to other sources to get the information 
they need. As a consequence, the mass media today fill many of these needs, creating a 
condition of dependency on mass communications.

There are many ways in which people are dependent on the media to satisfy informa-
tion needs. For example, one form of dependency is based on the need to understand one’s 
social world; another arises from the need to act meaningfully and effectively in that world; 
a third form is based on the need for fantasy and escape from problems and tensions of 
everyday life.

Dependency theory states that as societies grow more complex and as the quality 
of media technology continues to improve, the media take on more and more unique 
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information-delivery functions. Of course, some media information-delivery functions 
are more important than others; some are more essential than others for societal and 
individual well-being. The theory hypothesizes, however, that there are two conditions in 
which dependency is heightened. First, the greater the number and centrality of the specific 
information-delivery functions served by a medium, the greater the audience and societal 
dependency on that medium.

The second condition in which dependency is heightened occurs when a relatively high 
degree of change and conflict is present in a society. This is because social conflict and 
social change usually involve challenges to established institutions, beliefs, and practices. 
During such times, people’s dependency on media information resources is intensified.

Under such conditions, the theory states, the mass media are more likely to achieve a 
broad range of cognitive, affective, and behavioral effects.

Media Effects

Cognitive effects refer to people’s attitudes, beliefs, and values that may be impacted by 
heightened media dependency. For example, one such effect is ambiguity resolution. 
Ambiguity is a problem of either insufficient or conflicting information and can occur 
because people lack enough information to understand the meaning of an event or because 
they lack adequate information to determine which of several possible interpretations of 
an event is the correct one. This may especially be the case when a serious and unexpected 
event occurs, such as a natural disaster or a pandemic, and people turn to the media to 
obtain more complete information. Other cognitive effects that can occur when audiences 
rely heavily upon media information include attitude formation, attitude change, and the 
media’s impact on beliefs and values.

Affective effects refer to the impact of media messages on an audience’s feelings and 
emotional responses. For example, prolonged exposure to violent media content may 
result in a numbing or desensitization effect on audiences that may promote insensitivity 
or less willingness to help others when violent encounters occur in real life. In addition, 

Figure 22.1 Society, media, and audience: reciprocal relationships. Source: “A Dependency Model 
of Mass Media Effects,” Communication Research, 1976.
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prolonged exposure to news messages or TV dramas focusing on crime and violence may 
increase fear and anxiety.

Behavioral effects refer to the numerous effects of media messages on overt action. 
DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach focus on two broad categories of behavioral effects, activation 
and deactivation. Activation refers to those times in which audience members do some-
thing that they would otherwise not have done, such as wearing a face mask during the 
pandemic, as a result of media messages. Deactivation refers to instances in which audi-
ence members would have ordinarily done something but don’t do it as a consequence of 
media messages. For example, during a presidential campaign, repeated negative ads and 
media messages may elicit negative attitudes and disgust toward the electoral process that 
in turn may cause a person not to vote.

In summary, the potential for mass media messages to achieve a broad range of cognitive, 
affective, and behavioral effects will be increased when media systems serve many unique 
and central information-delivery functions. That potential will be further increased when 
there is a high degree of structural instability in the society due to a high degree of conflict 
and change. Finally, changes to the audience can, in turn, feed back into and alter both 
society and the media, which is what is meant by a tripartite relationship between media, 
audience, and society.

Thus, while dependency theory identifies significant relationships between major “parts” 
of a complex social system, it is more difficult to generate empirical studies of media pro-
cesses and effects that can be used to assess its validity because it is such a broad, macro-level 
theory. Nevertheless, the theory has been tested during times of large social disruption, 
such as the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, and the relationship between 
the level of media development, instability, and democracy in other countries.21

Overall, the theory helps in “making sense” out of the entire set of relationships that 
exist in contemporary societies among the media, those who attend to them, and the soci-
ety in which these parts of the “social system” exist.

The Third-Person Effect

An interesting form of thinking about the media has been noted among some members of 
audiences for mass communications. Termed the “third-person effect,” it is the tendency 
of some individuals to believe that they personally are not susceptible to negative influ-
ences of media messages or content. But, at the same time, they believe that other people 
who see that same content are susceptible and are influenced by it.22 For example, there 
is increasing public concern about the effects of fake news, especially on social media. 
The concern is that fake news causes confusion, impacts the fact-checking process, and 
can eventually undermine the democratic process. Both Republicans and Democrats have 
voiced their concern about the effect of fake news on elections. In a recent national study, 
however, there was a strong finding that individuals believe that fake news has greater 
effects on others than on themselves. Those surveyed regarded others as more susceptible 
than themselves to the potential harmful effects of widespread fake news on social media 
and provided evidence of the third-person effect.23

Some media scholars explain this phenomenon by the fact that there is a general 
norm among the public that it is not “smart” to be seen as easily influenced by what one 
encounters via mass communications. Thus, many audience members view themselves 
as “smarter” than others—especially those who are similar in other ways to themselves 
or those of lesser status. Thus, they imagine that those other people are “weaker” and 
more vulnerable to potential negative influences from a medium such as television than 
themselves.24
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This is a narrowly focused concept, first suggested by W. Phillips Davison, and one that 
has relatively recently become a focus of empirical research. The basic idea is that certain 
messages “have little effect on people like you and me, but the ordinary [person] is likely to 
be influenced quite a lot.”25 It is an interesting idea, and the accumulating body of research 
provides support for the third-person effect. However, the effects are not uniform and indi-
viduals show varying degrees of the third-person effect based on a number of factors.

The Major Hypotheses

The third-person effect involves two major hypotheses. As explained, the perceptual 
hypothesis suggests that people will perceive that a mass media message will have greater 
effects on others than on themselves. The behavioral hypothesis suggests that, because of 
that perception, people may take various actions. For example, in one study, advocates of 
censorship of pornography were more worried about the effects on others more than on 
themselves, giving evidence of third-person effect. In addition, those who most exhibited 
the third-person effect were most supportive of restrictions on pornographic material.26 In 
another study, college students tended to see the effects of rap music with violent lyrics as 
greater on others rather than on themselves. Those who showed the most effect were more 
willing to support censorship of rap music.27 Taking this idea further, if enough people 
who believe “others” are highly susceptible to some negative media effect and publicly sup-
port restrictive actions such as policy changes or new regulations to counter this negative 
effect, the pressure for change or impact on a community or society may increase.

Factors Influencing the Third-Person Effect

Conversely, when messages are perceived as desirable, advocating actions or outcomes 
that will put the individual in a positive light or that will be viewed as benefiting the indi-
vidual in some way, then people are more likely to admit being influenced themselves. This 
is known as the “first-person effect.” Thus, social desirability is one factor that influences 
the third-person effect.

Another factor that influences the third-person effect is the perceived social distance 
between an individual and the “others” being compared. The greater the social distance 
between the individual and a comparison group, the greater the third-person effect. Social 
distance can include psychological dissimilarity or those unlike ourselves in a number of 
other ways or those with whom we are unfamiliar.

Overall, the theories, perspectives, and concepts discussed in the present chapter provide 
additional formulations that help in understanding the nature and effects of mass commu-
nication. These interpretations—new or old—provide useful guides to the broader task 
of mapping the processes and influences of the ever-changing media in modern societies.
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