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Foreword

When the third edition of Media Effects: Advances in Theory and Research was published in 2009,
the media landscape was quite different than it is today. Then, only about 37% of U.S. adults
reported using any form of social media. As of this writing, that number is 70% or more (Pew
Research Center, 2018). In 2009, only 38% of teens reported sending texts on a daily basis (Lenhart,
2009); recent research now reports that teens, on average, spend approximately two hours texting
each day (Twenge, Martin, & Spitzberg, 2018). Media-related words and phrases that were uncom-
mon or even unknown at the time—fake news, chatterbots, Alexa, cyber hacking—are now part of
our daily vocabulary. Over this same period, video rental stores have been shuttered, newspaper
reading has plummeted, and movie attendance has been on the decline. With these changes in
mind, it was obvious that the time had come for an update to Media Effects.

Just as the media landscape has shifted, media theories have continued to evolve in an
attempt to keep pace. However, changes in media technologies do not necessarily imply that
foundational theories are now irrelevant. People continue to get news, people still love stories,
and people still experience strong emotions when consuming media that provide them with
thrills, romance, and laughter. Alas, media also continue to perpetuate stereotypes, to glorify
unsavory behaviors, and to encourage unhealthy habits. In short, media use, media effects, and
the theories that explain them are relevant to human desires and gratifications—something that
is likely remarkably stable over time. However, the affordances of media technologies are
undoubtedly different than ten years ago, causing us to rethink, re-examine, and broaden our
existing theories, while at the same time developing new ones that are unique to emerging
media forms.

This new edition of Media Effects represents a host of changes that reflect not only shifts in
the media landscape, but also changes in the wealth and number of scholars examining ques-
tions of media influence. Perhaps one of the most notable changes is in terms of editorship,
with Art Raney now on board. His talents as an editor and his insights as a scholar are
undoubtedly reflected throughout this volume.

We have also included a host of new chapters and authors. In response to younger scholars’
and students’ calls for greater historical and theoretical context, we begin the volume with chap-
ters that provide a bird’s-eye view of the discipline and of the theories that are prominent.

ix
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Given the vast array of media choices provided by streaming video and seemingly limitless
internet sites, we have also included a new chapter on media selection. The importance of
media in providing role models, allowing for self-presentation, and allowing for self-exploration
prompted us to include a new chapter on the role of media and identity. This edition also expli-
citly recognizes the importance of stories in a new chapter on narratives. New to this edition
are also two chapters pertinent to technological changes: one on social media specifically, and
one on virtual reality. We also thought it important to recognize that, historically, the majority
of research in media effects has been dominated by scholars (and participants) in the U.S. As
a result, we now include an important new chapter on cross-cultural media effects, and we fea-
ture a larger proportion of non-U.S. authors from throughout the world. Finally, with an eye
toward optimism about how people use and respond to media, this edition now also features
a chapter on meaningful (eudaimonic) media.

Of course, with all of these changes and additions in mind, we are happy to include a wide
array of new authors who represent the evolution of our field. We are also deeply grateful to
the authors who readily agreed to take on the task of overviewing foundational theories and
topics with a recognition of their value and importance in our shifting world of media.
Together, these authors represent some of the most insightful, productive, and talented
researchers in the discipline. We, therefore, now enthusiastically hand this volume over to our
readers, and we thank them in advance for their role in furthering our understanding of media
effects.
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A History of Media Effects Research Traditions

Peter Vorderer, David W. Park, and Sarah Lutz

Media effects research has been both praised and criticized for its role in a discipline called
communication, communication studies, or even communication science. In fact, despite the
rapid growth of the field and its seemingly constant differentiation, numerous influential vol-
umes have been dedicated exclusively to media effects over the past 60 some years (e.g., Bryant
& Oliver, 2009; Bryant & Zillmann, 1986; Nabi & Oliver, 2009; Perse, 2001; Schramm, 1954;
Sparks, 2002). As much as the shaping of communication studies as a field was an outcome of
media effects research, communication studies was of course not its only patron. Other and
older disciplines like sociology, political science, or psychology also played important roles in
the early theorizing and testing of hypotheses about the effects media technologies and messages
may have on their users, and they still do.

In this chapter, initially we will focus on what communication originally meant across aca-
demia. Building on this, we will be able to differentiate between a few disciplinary traditions in
communication studies and point to what may now be called the two official narratives of the
history of media effects research. We will highlight the most important historical phases in
communication research and will refer briefly to the often lamented (and sometimes also
demanded) dichotomy between the social science and the humanities approach as it is mani-
fested in our field. We will then refer to media effects in a more narrow sense, picking up on
how its history has often been described and systematized along the lines of strong, weak, mod-
erate, and negotiated effects. In order to summarize the most important theories of media
effects research, we will refer to Kepplinger’s (2008) distinction between what he called learning
theories and cognitive theories, and, subsequently, reconstruct the history of these theories and
models by deriving them from their underlying epistemology. We will close this section by
pointing to more recent theoretical developments, which are characterized by an attempt to
differentiate and to integrate various components of the media-effects process. The final section
will then lead us to the question of whether media effects still exist in today’s media-saturated
world, and, if so, what sort of effects remain in a world of ubiquitous media use. This, in turn,
will bring us back to the roots of the field, in which communication was conceived as some-
thing significantly broader than what today is often meant when we talk about the uses and
effects of media.
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Five Models of Communication (and Then Four More)

Communication studies does not belong solely to scholars who identify with the field of com-
munication. Even in the mid- to late-1900s, numerous and disparate intellectual traditions laid
some claim to the study of communication, and the study of media effects must take its place
within this broad spectrum of inquiry. In his pursuit of an inclusive means by which to sort
out the tangle of ideas that have been applied to questions of communication, Peters (1999)
took an historical perspective. More specifically, he turned to the 1920s, where he found an
abundance of perspectives on communication that remain with us today. The first of these—
and one that is particularly relevant to the study of media effects—is the understanding of com-
munication as “something like the dispersion of persuasive symbols in order to manage mass
opinion” (Peters, 1999, p. 11). In this understanding, communication was put into the context
of other elements of modernity, including urbanization, industrialization, and rationalization.
From such figures as Walter Lippmann, Edward Bernays, and Harold Lasswell came the idea
that communication could be “conceived of as the power to bind a far-flung populace together
for good or ill” (Peters, 1999, p. 12). This idea itself has proven quite powerful and undergirds
much of the thinking concerning media effects today.

Though it is of particular importance for an understanding of media effects, this was by no
means the only way communication was understood in the early 20th century. A second school
of thought took communication to be “the means to purge semantic dissonance and thereby open
a path to more rational social relations” (Peters, 1999, p. 12). The idea here, shared by Charles
Kay Ogden and Ivor Armstrong Richards, is that communication breakdown on the macro- and
micro-scales could be avoided through a careful consideration of how language comes to carry
significance, an embrace of close semantic analysis that would “provide a medium of communica-
tion for the needs of modern scientific men and women” (Peters, 1999, p. 13).

This could be contrasted with a third model from the 1920s, which took communication to
be an “insurmountable barrier” (Peters, 1999, p. 14). These barrier thinkers gave us a vision of
communication in which language, gesture, and images all conspire to reinforce a condition of
solipsism, where the pretense of mutuality and connection merely masks a situation wherein
individuals simply seal themselves off or are sealed off by a system of communication. Peters
(1999) traced this model of communication to Thomas Stearns Eliot and Franz Kafka, whose
evocations of individuals walled off from others by language remain a potent poetic lodestar.

There are two more models that depart from the idea of communication as a mental process,
or as a way to share an accurate depiction of the world. One of these Peters (1999) traced to
philosophers Martin Heidegger and John Dewey. Heidegger saw communication not as the
authentic connection between people but as “the constitution of relationships, the revelation of
otherness, or the breaking of the shells that encase the self” and not as “the sharing of private
mental property” (pp. 16-17). John Dewey offered a different kind of end-around to the prob-
lem of communication. Peters (1999) described Dewey as having conceived of communication
“as pragmatic making-do in community life,” and as “taking part in a collective world” (p. 18).
Though he shared with Heidegger a turn away from conceiving of communication as authentic
shared signification, Dewey gave us a more upbeat take with his focus on how communication
can become a tool to solve shared problems.

A final model of communication that Peters (1999) extracted from the 1920s comes from
Emmanuel Levinas. Peters (1999) described Levinas as having given us an understanding of
communication “as a caress” (p. 20). From this standpoint, the failures of communication we
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find in all of these models is not something to mourn. Peters (1999) gave us a Levinas who
argued that the:

fajlure of communication ... allows precisely for the bursting open of pity, generosity, and
love. Such failure invites us to find ways to discover others besides knowing. Communication
breakdown is thus a salutary check on the hubris of the ego.

(p-21)

Here communication’s necessary incompleteness was treasured for how it sustains the other. To
seek a pure fusion of individuals or of cultures would be to seek the end of difference itself.

If this list of varied models of communication were not enough, Peters (2008) later developed
another list of ways to consider communication, focused this time on four models of communica-
tion that emerged after World War II. One of these is cybernetics, a school of thought whose
origins Peters (2008) connected to a “postwar fascination with communication, information,
systems, probability, noise, redundancy, entropy, interference, breakdown, feedback, homeostasis,
and so on” (p. 151). A second post-World War II school of thought was found in psychiatric
understandings of communication, with its emphasis on therapeutics, unhitched from the trad-
itional psychiatric interpersonal dyad and connected more broadly to groups, organizations, and
societies. A third model of communication from the mid-20th century came to us largely from
the humanities, especially as literary scholars began to collaborate with anthropologists. This
school of thought, which could broadly be called cultural studies, emphasized the symbolic nature
of media texts and how they fit into broader cultural and societal patterns.

Alongside these three other post-World War II models—cybernetics, psychiatry, and cultural
studies—Peters (2008) outlined the emergence of what he calls the “social psychology of media
effects” model (p. 149). This model of communication, which is the focus of much of this
volume, traced its intellectual lineage to sociology, a field that would itself largely abandon the
focus on communication (Pooley & Katz, 2008). The social psychology of media effects model
would find broad purchase in newly founded communication departments in the U.S. and
beyond. The model’s focus on how media messages and processes could in some way be con-
nected causally to particular cognitive, attitudinal, or behavioral changes—or reinforce the
status quo—became a taken-for-granted starting point of much communication research for
decades to follow.

History of Communication Study

Two Short Stories about the History of Communication Studies

Why go over all of these models of communication as a prelude to a discussion of media
effects? In part because it is important to remember that media effects is only one of many
different ways to consider mass communication or the media. The field of communication’s
analysis of its own past was for a long time the stuff of textbook syntheses of the history of
communication study. These assessments were often built on historiographically thin claims.
Simonson and Park (2015) described “two entwined stories” (p. 4) that have turned up very
frequently in the field’s memory of its own past, in textbooks and beyond. The first of these,
which came largely from Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz, made pre-World War II mass commu-
nication scholarship out to be caught up in the belief that the media had a “hypodermic” effect
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on people, thus positioning post-World War II scholarship, with its multivariate approaches
and imagery of indirect effects, relatively sophisticated and reassuring compared to its ostensibly
more gullible and alarmist predecessors (Lubken, 2008). The second story Simonson and Park
(2015) found at the heart of much recollection of the history of communication study is the
idea of the field’s “four founders.” This second idea, which proposed that Paul Lazarsfeld,
Harold Lasswell, Kurt Lewin, and Carl Hovland were the proper founders of the study of com-
munication, was, like much of the “hypodermic” theory, a story that claimed a certain disciplin-
ary legitimacy for communication study. What it lacked in accuracy, the four founders story
possessed in function. Simonson and Park (2015) described both stories as “legitimating myths”
(p. 4), fitted to the field’s needs but largely inaccurate. Pooley (2008) has described histories like
this as being “airbrushed and Whiggish” (p. 1); these stories tell us little about what actually has
transpired in the world of communication inquiry. Consider the broad swaths of communica-
tion inquiry that Peters (1999) identified at work in the 1920s and post-World War II. These
two intertwined stories about the history of communication turn their attention away from
almost all of these trajectories in thought about communication. A proper understanding of
media effects must be connected to a better-informed and more inclusive history of communi-
cation study.

Four (or Five) Historical Phases in the Study of Communication

Although communication departments are a relatively recent phenomenon, the study of com-
munication goes back very far indeed. The Greco-Latin tradition of communication study
installed the idea of speech as a distinct arena of inquiry to be called “rhetoric.” Rhetorical
scholars still invigorate this tradition today. In the last two centuries, interest in communication
per se has intensified, and even rhetoric has been brought under the rubric of communication
study, at least in the United States.

In the late 19th through the early 20th centuries, communication widely came to be conceived in
social thought in the U.S. and Europe as the means by which societies come into being. Much of
the scholarly interest in communication at this time was connected to a fascination with the role
played by the newspaper. American journalism education, with its practical orientation, bumped
into the broader social meaning of the newspaper. The German Zeitungswissenschaft—“newspaper
science”—took the study of newspapers and their world to be scientific in nature. This interest in
how communication operated across societies was reinvigorated by technological and other changes
in the early 20th century. Movies and radio stirred the scholarly imagination of the time, as did the
newly invented worlds of public relations and advertising. The development of survey methods in
the early 20th century provided a tool that seemed quite promising for developing a scientific meas-
ure of entire societies (Simonson & Park, 2015).

During and after World War II, the widespread use of propaganda and other means of influence
via the mass media sparked tremendous interest in communication. In the United States, enterpris-
ing scholars founded communication programs, institutes, and departments. Many of these new
communication programs carried pre-existing speech or journalism programs along with them,
often using names like “speech communication” or “journalism and mass communication” to signal
a hybridized approach. The academic study of communication moved quickly, if fitfully, and with
distinct regional differences, across the world. UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization) was closely involved in research projects involving mass communication
around the world. A distinct school of communication study emerged in Canada, where political
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economist Harold Innis established a framework for understanding the societal meaning of media
of communication. His better-known colleague in the Explorations Group, Marshall McLuhan,
adopted some of Innis’s ideas for his own jazzy take on how media can shape individuals and soci-
eties. The decades immediately after World War II found communication study spreading globally,
refracted through different nations’ cultural traditions and political orders. The result was a field of
study that could be fit to a dizzying array of pragmatic applications, critical questions, historical
perspectives, and political interests (Simonson & Park, 2015).

Opposition to a number of mainstream ideas in the field of communication arose in the late
1960s and 1970s. New ideas invigorated communication study, while also calling into question
some of communication study’s most treasured and unspoken precepts. Feminist approaches to
communication, Marxist theory, and postcolonialism informed scholars who elaborated upon
how the social scientific tradition in communication missed out on some of the definitive con-
flicts at work in the world. Much of this was of course fueled by the political awakenings of
1968 and their aftermaths. In 1983, the Journal of Communication’s special issue titled “Ferment
in the Field” registered the interest of a panoply of scholars who hoped to see communication
move beyond the administrative work of determining when communication was and was not
effective (Simonson & Park, 2015).

Since the end of the Cold War, internet-enabled media have adjusted both the domain of
communication study as well as how communication study has come to be organized. This is
to say that the usual suspects—newspaper, television, radio, and movies—have all found them-
selves transformed anew in the digital age. At the same time, the means by which scholars
approach communication has changed as well. Communication study has grown markedly
more international in scope, while undergraduate and graduate programs continue to grow in
size. New subfields of communication study have come into being, including social media, big
data, and artificial intelligence. It remains difficult to determine whether communication is, as
some would have it, a social science, or whether it is an agglomeration of multidisciplinary
approaches (Simonson & Park, 2015). It would appear that growth and internationalization
have not settled questions concerning the field’s disciplinary or methodological identity.

The Dichotomy between the Social Sciences and the Humanities Approaches

No doubt the second half of the 20th century was communication studies’ time to develop and
establish itself as an academic discipline among others. Although several sources of intellectual
inquiry had been blossoming in various corners of academia, the dichotomization between the
humanities and the social sciences helped to fit communication studies to the multifarious ques-
tions that pertain to communication.

Whereas the humanities started in early 19th-century Europe to deal “with historically
oriented studies of texts and artifacts,” an alternative approach emerged only “a century later
with experimental psychology and the social sciences” (Craig, 2006, p. 677). It therefore is no
surprise that the institutionalization of the field occurred not only in different corners of aca-
demia with different names (e.g., in English: communication, communication studies, commu-
nication science, journalism, speech communication, rhetoric, media studies, media science; or
in German: Zeitungswissenschaft, Publizistik(wissenschaft), Medienwissenschaft, Kommunikations-
wissenschaft, to name just a few) but also in line with different levels of analysis (micro-, meso-,
macro-), with different methodological goals (“understanding” versus “explanation”), with dif-
ferent theoretical and methodological orientations, with different objectives, and with sometimes
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(if not often) incompatible visions and values. Craig (1999) described a comprehensive model
of the field, in which he identified no fewer than seven distinct traditions: rhetoric, semiotics,
cybernetics, phenomenology, social psychology, socio-cultural theory, and critical theory.

Even if a more narrow view on the field is taken, for example, by focusing only on the audience
—as in “audience research”—it seemed to be meaningful if not necessary to distinguish between
different traditions that apply divergent theoretical, meta-theoretical, and methodological positions.
An interesting example of this is Jensen and Rosengren’s (1990) attempt to systematize audience
research along five sub-areas: effects studies, uses and gratifications, literary criticism, cultural stud-
ies, and reception analysis. On the background of these systematizations it is only understandable
that many communication scholars have rather adopted and referred to the simplifying dichotom-
ous model (between “communication studies” and “media studies,” or between “a social science
tradition” and “a humanistic tradition” respectively) than Craig’s (1999) or Jensen and Rosengren’s
(1990) certainly more differentiated models when it came to pointing to the diversity of the field
(e.g., Vorderer & Groeben, 1992). Lang (2013) drew the line between mass communication and
interpersonal communication and concluded that these two research programs “at least over the
last 50 years, do indeed represent different disciplines” (p. 12). She explained this by pointing to the
fact that mass communication research (and more specifically, media effects research as its domin-
ant paradigm) has been remarkably unsuccessful and almost obsessed with its narrow focus on
effects, which in this tradition are seen “as an agent of change, external to people and their immedi-
ate social environments” (Lang, 2013, p. 14). Building on this perspective, Lang explained the devel-
opment from critical and cultural approaches within communication (see above) towards a new
discipline that might be called communication and culture (e.g., Miller, 2009) as “a direct response
to the failure of the dominant paradigm” (Lang, 2013, p. 16).

A Psychological Turn in Media Effects?

Following Lang’s (2013) argument, it was approximately 1980 when “the dominant paradigm
[was] one of effects,” (p. 17) with its then-prevailing perspective that media effects are usually
weak at most—and with a good part of the discipline having left the mainstream to make up
their own program in communication and culture—that a new approach was developed. The
new approach focused on psychological—more precisely, on cognitive—processes of individuals
who are exposed to media content. Lang (2013) identified Byron Reeves and Esther Thorson as
the most important patrons of this emerging perspective, as they claimed as early as 1986 that
we need to begin to study “processes that are covert and that these questions require close
examination of relevant psychological studies” (Reeves, Thorson, & Schleuder, 1986, p. 251).
This is exactly what Lang and her collaborators successfully did over the ensuing decades
(e.g., Lang, 2000, 2006) but certainly they were not alone.

Following the so-called “cognitive turn” in psychology, which focused on information processing
and thereby succeeded what still remained of the behavioristic perspective in psychology, media psych-
ology tried to establish itself as a research program somewhere between psychology and communica-
tion studies. Harris published the first of several editions of his well-received Cognitive Psychology of
Mass Communication in 1994. Bryant and Ewoldsen started a new journal Media Psychology in 1999.
Yet, a full decade earlier, Winterhoff-Spurk, Groebel, and Vitouch edited Medienpsychologie, likewise
a journal dedicated to psychological research on the uses and effects of media. But as this journal
published only papers written in German until 2008, when it was relaunched as the Journal of Media
Psychology, its output remained almost completely unnoticed within the English-speaking world.
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Something similar happened to a number of textbooks on media psychology that, from the late 1980s
on, were also published only in German (Batinic & Appel, 2008; Groebel & Winterhoff-Spurk, 1989;
Kagelmann, 1982; Krdmer, Schwan, Unz & Suckfiill, 2016; Mangold, Vorderer, & Bente, 2004; Six,
Gleich, & Gimmler, 2007; Trepte & Reinecke, 2013; Winterhoff-Spurk, 2004). These publications
reveal that this new perspective called media psychology covered all sorts of media-related cognitions,
effects, and behaviors, but it was not, as Lang (2013) suggested, united in applying an evolutionary
foundation to its reasoning (although this evolutionary perspective was particularly important in the
U.S.). What the texts did agree upon was an understanding of media effects as something much more
complex than previously assumed and the conviction that media effects (as one possible outcome of
using the media) can only be understood and studied when the entire process of exposure to media
(with a preceding motivation, with the [often unaware although] functional selection of specific con-
tent, with the cognitive processing and making sense of this content) is taken into account (Vorderer,
2008). Nevertheless, it would be an exaggeration to claim that media psychological research in total
represents media effects research after the 1980s, although it has certainly been a big part of it.

A Short (Official) History of Media Effects Research: Strong, Weak, Moderate,
Negotiated Effects

To backtrack slightly, many communication scholars seem to have agreed on the notion that
the historic development of media effects research within the past 60-some years may be div-
ided into a few more or less distinct phases, whose number and time boundaries vary by
author. The most common classification differentiates between four phases.

Beginning in World War I and up to the end of the 1930s, many assumed that some if not all
media outlets had almost unlimited power to change their users™ attitudes, habits, and behavior.
This period is therefore often called the phase of strong (Esser, 2008) or all-powerful media effects
(McQuail, 2010); it is the period associated with the “hypodermic” theory mentioned previously.
The media were considered to be almighty for two main reasons: First, society was then understood
as an entity of fragmented individuals whose only source of information was the media (Esser,
2008). Second, the individual was then seen as weak, receptive of influences from outside, and there-
fore inherently susceptible to manipulation (McQuail, 2010). This could be illustrated by examples
of “successful” propaganda used during World War I, typically described “in the language of stimu-
lus-response” (Lasswell, 1927, p. 630). This stimulus-response model reflected the then contempor-
ary psychological (and more precisely, the behavioristic) understanding of how human learning
works: Media effects happen to a generally passive receiver who is more or less defenseless against
messages (or messengers) that usually achieve their intended goal, and this goal is a change of atti-
tude or even of behavior.

These conceptions of the individual and of society changed to some extent at the beginning
of the 1940s, which, for some scholars, marked the beginning of the second (“weak effects”)
phase that lasted until the end of the 1960s (Esser, 2008). However, the term “weak” did not
imply that the media would not have any impact on its users at all. More precisely, it referred
to the fact that there was no direct link between the media (content) and the users’ response.
At the individual level, psychological factors such as prior attitudes were taken into account as
intervening instances, symbolizing a change toward an understanding of him or her as an
“active user” (McQuail, 2010). This led to an extension of the classical stimulus-response model
by adding the organism as an important interface between the stimulus and the response (to
become the so-called S-O-R model). This model was used, for example, in Klapper’s (1960)
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limited effects theory, according to which media can merely confirm prior beliefs but not cause
an attitude change. Moreover, such intervening variables did not always have to be on the indi-
vidual level only, as in the case with prior beliefs or attitudes. They were also conceived of exist-
ing at the social level, for example in the two-step flow model of communication (Lazarsfeld,
Berelson & Gaudet, 1944). This model took into account that individuals also interact within
groups, which necessarily suggests a weaker direct effect of media messages.

By the end of the 1970s, after a rather long period of assuming those weak effects, strong
media effects were rediscovered by focusing on cognitive (instead of behavioral) and long-term
effects (McQuail, 2010) in the context of some more narrowly defined research programs. Culti-
vation research (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), agenda-setting research (McCombs & Shaw, 1972),
and the spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) are prominent examples of this phase.
Particularly Noelle-Neumann’s article of 1973 indicates in its very title the ambition of the
scholars at that time: “Return to the Concept of Powerful Mass Media” (Noelle-Neumann,
1973). Of course, the media were not considered to be as powerful and strong as they were in
the first phase, but certainly stronger than in the second, which is why this period is often
referred to as the “moderate effect phase” (Esser, 2008).

According to many authors, the fourth and final phase of media effects history, which continues
to this day, began in the late 1970s. Since then, many scholars in the field refer to “negotiated” or
“transactional” media effects, which, according to McQuail (2010), can be described as follows:
Media present an image of social reality but compete with other opinion-forming sources such as
personal experiences or the social environment. These other sources can create resistance to the
media’s influence on the individual. However, the user is seen to be free to decide whether or not to
adopt the views offered by the media. Instead of a direct transfer of meaning, users negotiate
between what is offered by the media and what he or she is inclined to believe. This approach differs
significantly from the previous ones, as it allows both the media and the users to be powerful.

Naturally, this classification of media effects research into more or less distinct phases has been
controversial (e.g., Kepplinger, 2008). Esser (2008), for example, pointed out that this historical
systematization of media having “all-powerful” to “limited” to “rediscovered powerful” to “negoti-
ated” effects may ignore findings that did not sufficiently fit into this classification. Klapper
(1960), a representative of the second phase, already had described factors that caused media to
have strong effects on its users, but compared to his findings on weak effects these considerations
never received as much attention. In truth, studies reporting rather strong or rather weak effects
can be found in any period of time (Esser, 2008). The question therefore remains whether this
description of media effects research history as a step-by-step development is merely a convenient
narrative that only represents the perspectives of some leading scholars at the time and disregards
the complexities of the actual development. Or, in Lang’s (2013) provocative words: Is this merely
“history written by the victorious” (p. 12)? Perhaps this is a history of media effects every bit as
“airbrushed and Whiggish” as Pooley (2008, p. 1) identified at work elsewhere in the history of
communication study.

Theories of Media Effects

Given that there is more than one way to tell the history of media effects research, it seems only
plausible that there are also different ways to categorize the various theories and theoretical
models that have been developed and applied along the way. In the interest of limited space here,
we will pick only two such ways: one from a systematic and more traditional communication
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studies perspective, and another from a more historical one. We do recognize that most of these
theories mentioned therein remain within what Peters (2008) called the “social psychology of
media effects” model (p. 149) and what Valkenburg and Peter (2013) described as “microlevel
media-effects theories” (p. 222). We can be brief because this volume contains and outlines most
of the currently influential theories and models that equip a great part of past and current media
effects research.

The Communication Studies Perspective: Learning Theories versus Cognitive Theories?

Within communication studies, theories on the effects of media sometimes have been categor-
ized into learning theories versus cognitive theories (e.g., Kepplinger, 2008). From the first per-
spective, learning is understood as an interplay of stimuli and response, in which stimuli are
seen as causes, and responses are understood as effects. One typical example of this perspective
is the (early) theory of observational learning (Bandura, 1965, 1977), a precursor of what Ban-
dura (2009) later called social-cognitive theory of mass communication (see Chapter 7 in this
volume). According to the rather behavioristic reasoning in this theory, individuals observe pat-
terns of behavior represented in the media (stimuli) and perform them afterwards (response)
under certain conditions. These conditions were conceived particularly in terms of various
forms of reinforcement for the newly learned behavior. The fact that media serve as one, if not
the most important, source of information for various audiences is also reflected in McCombs
and Shaw’s (1972; also see Chapter 3 in this volume) agenda-setting approach. Even in cultiva-
tion research (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Morgan, Shanahan & Signorelli, 2009; also see Chapter 5
in this volume), the direct influence that frequent media use may have on the perception of
reality was of central importance and therefore systematically studied. Any inconsistency
between an individual’s beliefs or attitudes with the information provided by media was inter-
preted as a learning deficit, which indicates a lack of media effects (Kepplinger, 2008).

In contrast to this learning theory perspective, cognitive theories interpret this discrepancy as
a result of different ways of information processing. Thus, opinions and beliefs of users are not
merely copies of media presentations (Kepplinger, 2008). Following schema theory, Graber (1988)
reported that users” beliefs are based on cognitive structures in their long-term memory (so-called
schemas), which structure the way information is understood, interpreted, and, in short, processed.
Priming theory (Roskos-Ewoldsen, Roskos-Ewoldsen & Carpentier, 2009; Chapter 6 in this volume)
follows this approach, assuming that media content activates parts of an individual’s seman-
tic network, which leads to a more intense processing of similar information. In conclusion,
cognitive theories aim to understand how users process the information presented in media.

The difference between what Kepplinger (2008) called learning theories and cognitive theor-
ies has much to do with the implicit understanding of the media user that scholars have implied
when developing their respective theories. This implicit understanding (or epistemology) has
naturally changed over time. It therefore seems to be necessary to take into account when these
theories have been developed, explicated, and applied in order to structure this scholarly field.

The Historical Perspective: Theories According to Their Underlying Epistemologies

As early as in the 1980s, Drinkmann and Groeben (1989) systematized the then-extant psycho-
logical research on the effects that persuasive texts may have on their readers by means of
a meta-analysis. In preparation of this meta-analysis, they categorized the various theories and
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theoretical models developed by media effects scholars along the way. More precisely, they used
the (often only implicit) epistemology underlying these theories, that is, the respective authors’
assumptions about (a) the direction of causality (i.e., who or what within the process of persua-
sion is agent, what is object) and (b) what is the assumed (cognitive) activity of the user. Using
these two dimensions, they systematized the history of media effects research by distinguishing
four different models: (a) determined, passive users; (b) selective-reactive users; (c) reductive-
modifying users; and (d) active-elaborative users. The first model—that of a determined, passive
user—is represented in studies that explain media effects by principles of reinforcement such as
the so-called message-learning approach, in which the media user is conceived as being passive
and the causal direction is assumed to go from the text to the representation of it by the user.
In comparison, the understanding of a reader as (b) a selective-reactive user can be found in
the so-called “judgmental approach,” where the causality is still from the text to the reader but
the activity of the user is characterized by selection and rejection of content. Whether some
content will be selected or rejected mainly depends on how the content relates to the user’s
existing attitudes. Here, for example, a user’s ego-involvement with a specific domain of know-
ledge matters as it determines the relevance a topic has on him or her, which will lead to
a greater latitude of rejection.

Much of the empirical work in media effects has been conducted with the assumption of (c)
a reductive-modifying user, where the causality goes from the user to the representation of the
content and where the user is seen as someone who can actually modify the content. An
example would be Heider’s (1946, 1958) balance theory, which postulated a need to balance the
various relations between others in service of the much-preferred homeostasis in one’s percep-
tion. In this perspective, the impact of a text itself is relatively weak as it first and foremost
needs to fit into the cognitive system of a user and depends much on the previous experiences
of the user. As the most recent and progressive model, Drinkmann and Groeben (1989) identi-
fied the (d) active-elaborative user, in which he or she does not “receive” information from
a text but interacts with his or her environment and processes information by integrating them
into the prevailing cognitive structure.

Information Processing Instead of Media Effects?

Although Drinkmann and Groeben’s (1989) systematization was explicated in the late 1980s,
much of the theoretical developments in the past 30 years have seen an inclusion of affects and
moods, in addition to cognitive processes (e.g., the mood-management theory of Knobloch-
Westerwick, 2006 and Zillmann, 1988, in which entertainment experiences are seen as effects of
exposure to media; see Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). Most interesting and promising in this con-
text, however, have been theoretical models—like the elaboration-likelihood model (ELM; Petty
& Cacioppo, 1986; Petty, Cacioppo, Strathman & Priester, 2005; see also Chapter 8 in this
volume)—rather than single theories. What has been unique about the ELM is the fact that it
has successfully integrated various cognitive and motivational processes and mechanisms that,
in times past, have been identified by media effects scholars as leading to attitude change. ELM
scholars have done this by defining the specific conditions on which the user’s cognitive activity
(“elaboration” in their terms) depends and postulating the particular kind of effect these condi-
tions might have on the user (for an application and extension of this theory in the area of
entertainment research, see Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). Even more inclusive than the ELM is
the so-called differential susceptibility to media effects model by Valkenburg and Peter (2013)
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that, while also focusing on micro-level media effects, distinguishes between users’ dispositional,
developmental, and social susceptibility to media and claims that three differentiable response
states—cognitive, emotional, and excitative—mediate the effects of media.

What these theoretical advances indicate, we believe, is this: In the background of the fact
that media effects research has been a dominant paradigm in communication studies, and the
fact that the effect sizes found for many dependent measures have been rather small, many
scholars have tried to overcome this disappointing situation by either differentiating, specifying,
and subsequently integrating the various relations between causes and effects in media use even
further (with the ELM being a prominent example of this) or by proposing an alternative para-
digm altogether (Lang, 2013; Lang & Ewoldsen, 2010).

Are There Still Media Effects in a Permanently Online, Permanently Connected World?

Media effects research grew within the discipline of communication to become not only one of
its main areas of inquiry but also one of its largest fields of empirical study. Given the amount
of attention that has been dedicated to this particular research domain, the outcome might be
regarded as rather modest in terms of its identified and validated effects (Lang, 2013). But it
nonetheless has always been a field where new ideas, assumptions, theories, and models have
been conceived and tested. This, we believe, is even more impressive if we consider the fact that
the object of study has always been changing. From the effects of listening to the radio or those
of reading a newspaper, to watching a commercial or a movie on TV, to entertainment pro-
grams on any kind of device, to playing video games on a console or a PC or to communicate
in social media, the uses and effects of media have been not only described but most often also
explained by media effects theories.

However, some of the facts this scholarship has long taken for granted have also changed most
recently: users accessing a media outlet that carries a certain content within a specific format,
with the user starting the process of exposure at one point in time and ending it at some later
point. The results of most media effects research describe changes in the thinking, feeling, or
behavior of individuals that would not have occurred if the individuals had not been exposed to
media. This is what has changed significantly within only the past few years. Media outlets and
their message systems are now available everywhere, and exposure can happen anytime, with
implications for both mass and (mediated) interpersonal communication. Because of the ubiqui-
tous availability of smartphones and other carry-on devices such as tablets or smartwatches,
today’s media users are permanently online and permanently connected (Vorderer, Hefner, Rein-
ecke & Klimmt, 2018). As a result, media use and media effects may now materialize everywhere,
anytime, and with respect to any sort of content. Access to the internet today is similar to what
access to reading glasses has meant to many nearsighted readers: something that is (almost)
always available and is (often enough) sufficiently powerful to change our perceptions and under-
standings of others and the world. It can, and often does, change our thinking, believing, feeling
and behavior, and therefore it is commensurate with what we used to call “media effects,”
although we are unable to identify a single source of influence. Today, for instance, we would
most likely not—as many media effects scholars have in the past—argue that a televised debate is
the most important (let alone, the only major) factor influencing the outcome of a national elec-
tion. Rather, we would assume that no single source of information taken alone would have
a strong enough effect to make such a difference. However, we do not yet exactly know how the
diversity and multiplicity of sources users can interact with today make them think, feel, or act
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differently. We have only begun to map the cognitive structures behind mobile media use in
search for the “permanently online and permanently connected mind” (Klimmt, Hefner, Rein-
ecke, Rieger & Vorderer, 2018). From this point of view, we are only at the beginning of media
effects research in our always-on environment.

Independent from these technological developments, it is striking to note that macro-level
media effects have largely been put out of focus in communication studies, at least within the
social psychology of media effects model. Interestingly and, maybe regrettably, this has hap-
pened at a time that sociologists describe as most significant in terms of fundamental societal
changes, like technological acceleration and higher rates of cultural innovation (e.g., Rosa,
2005), and during which changes in media use certainly play an important role. Take, for
example, the effects that reading texts and listening to audio files posted on the internet in
American English may have on the proficiency of understanding and speaking English by non-
native speakers of this language. Today, many students are presumably more often exposed to
the English language on the internet than to formal language instruction they receive at school.
Exposure to certain cultural content (be that “mainstream” content or highly specialized depic-
tions of certain events) through the internet might also lead to culturally specific effects that
have not yet been studied. To put it more provocatively, the reflection of media effects on
a social level (e.g., Reckwitz, 2017) remains by and large outside of communication studies.
Much of what cultural sociology has done in the past years, however, is focused on what these
changes in the macro-structure of modern societies mean for the well-being or the “good life”
of the individual (e.g., Rosa & Henning, 2018; Vorderer, 2016). It is noteworthy that communi-
cation studies has mainly ignored this so far.

Finally, there is the old outlook that the integration of different traditions in our field is
more promising than their juxtaposition. We do not want to argue here for a melting of all the
different meta-theoretical and methodological approaches within communication studies. But
maybe psychologically driven micro-theory development can benefit from sociologically
oriented macro-theory approaches, the social-science perspective from the humanistic, and vice
versa. It looks as if media users today cannot and should not be regarded anymore as isolated
(either active or passive) individuals, who live outside of or independent from social structures
and networks, who are either completely dependent from available media content or (hyper-)
active and fully aware of what to do with this new abundance of offerings. All of these assump-
tions and perspectives in media effects research have at some point been helpful heuristics in
order to structure the field, possibly even by putting it, for some time, into different silos
(Vorderer & Weinmann, 2016). However, now that the field and the questions that it raises
have grown well beyond the traditional boundaries, it might be time to also find explanations
by crossing such well-known boundaries of our field.
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Media Effects Theories!

An Overview

Patti M. Valkenburg and Mary Beth Oliver

Theories and research on the effects of media emerged under the umbrella concept mass commu-
nication. This term arose during the 1920s as a result of the new opportunities to reach audiences
via the mass media (McQuail, 2010). In early mass communication theories, mass not only refered
to the “massness” of the audience that media could reach but also to homogeneous media use and
homogeneous media effects, notions that are increasingly challenged in the contemporary media
landscape (Valkenburg, Peter & Walther, 2016). In the past two decades, media use has become
progressively individualized, and, with the introduction of Web 2.0, decidedly more personalized.
It is no surprise, therefore, that media effects theories have undergone important adjustments in
the past decades. And it is also no surprise that the mass has turned increasingly obsolete in con-
temporary media effects theories (Chaffee & Metzger, 2001).

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the most important media effects theor-
ies that have been coined in the past decades and to chart changes in these theories. We start
by providing a definition of a media effects theory and explaining the differences between
media effects theories and models. In the second section, we discuss the results of several biblio-
metric studies that have tried to point out the most prominent media effects theories in central
communication journals, and, based on these studies we identify “evergreen” and upcoming
theories. In the third section, we discuss the communalities between contemporary media effects
theories along three potential characteristics of such theories: selectivity, transactionality, and
conditionality. We end with a discussion of the future of media effects research, with a special
focus on the necessity of the merger between media effects and computer-mediated communi-
cation theories.

What Is a Media Effects Theory?

As Potter (2011) rightly observes in his review of the media effects literature, few scholars have
attempted to provide a formal definition of a media effect. We can add to this observation that
even fewer scholars have formulated a definition of a media effects theory. Without such
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a definition, it is difficult to assess which theories qualify as media effects theories and which do
not. But to be able to document well-cited media effects theories that have been developed over the
years, we first and foremost need a definition of a media effects theory. We define such a theory as
one that attempts to explain the uses and effects of media on individuals, groups, or societies as
a whole. To be labeled a media effects theory, a theory at least needs to conceptualize media use (or
exposure to specific mediated messages or stories) and the potential changes that this media use can
bring about in individuals, groups, or societies (i.e., the media effect). We define media use broadly
as the intended or incidental use of media channels (e.g., telephone, email), devices (e.g., smart-
phone, game console), content/messages (e.g., games, narratives, advertising, news), or all types of
platforms, tools, or apps (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, Uber). Media effects are the deliberate and
non-deliberate short and long-term individual or collective changes in cognitions, emotions, atti-
tudes, and behavior that result from media use (Valkenburg et al., 2016).

Some media effects theories that fit within this definition have previously been labeled as
media effects models, oftentimes (but not always) because they are accompanied by a pictorial
model to explain the processes or relationships between media use, media outcomes, and other
relevant concepts, such as individual differences or social-context variables (e.g., the Elaboration
Likelihood Model, Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; the Reinforcing Spiral Model; Slater, 2007). In other
scholarly publications, the labels theory and model are used interchangeably. For example, in
the previous edition of this book, some authors referred to the agenda setting model (Tewks-
bury & Scheufele, 2009, p. 21), whereas others referred to agenda setting theory (McCombs &
Reynolds, 2009, p. 13). Although there are many conceptions about the differences between the-
ories and models within and beyond the communication discipline, these conceptions do not
seem to be helpful in distinguishing media effects theories from models. In fact, all media effects
models that will be discussed in this chapter fit within our definition of media effects theories.
Therefore, although we will use the original labels of existing models/theories (e.g., the Elabor-
ation Likelihood Model versus cultivation theory), we will use these labels without distinction.

Prominent Media Effects Theories

In the past 20 years, five bibliometric studies have tried to single out the most prominent media
effects theories in scholarly communication work (Bryant & Miron, 2004; Chung, Barnett, Kim
& Lackaff, 2013; Kamhawi & Weaver, 2003; Potter, 2012; Walter, Cody & Ball-Rokeach, 2018).
These bibliometric studies have content-analyzed a varying number of communication journals
to document, within a certain time frame, which theories are most often cited in these journals.
For example, Bryant and Miron (2004) analyzed one issue per year from three communication
journals (Journal of Communication, Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, and Journal-
ism & Mass Communication Quarterly) from 1956 to 2000, Chung et al. (2013) analyzed all
issues from four communication journals from 2000 to 2009 (Journal of Communication, Com-
munication Research, Human Communication Research, and Communication Monographs), and
Walter et al. (2018) analyzed all issues from one communication journal (Journal of Communi-
cation) from 1951 to 2016.

The bibliometric studies all focused on the prevalence of mass communication theories rather
than media effects theories specifically. Although both types of theories are sometimes used
interchangeably, the focus of mass communication theories is decidedly broader than that of
media effects theories. Generally, mass communication theories do not only conceptualize the
effects of mass communication, but also its production, consumption, and distribution, as well
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as the (changes in) policies surrounding mass communication. For example, in Bryant and
Miron’s (2004) analysis, mass communication was defined as “any scholarship that examined
processes, effects, production, distribution, or consumption of media messages” (p. 663). In add-
ition, whereas mass communication theories have traditionally embraced both postpositivist and
critical or cultural approaches (Chaffee & Metzger, 2001), media effects theories are primarily
associated with postpositivist approaches. Postpositivists derive their quantitative research
methods from those developed in the physical sciences, but they do recognize that humans and
human behavior are not as constant and homogeneous as elements in the physical world
(Baran & Davis, 2010). Indeed, most chapters in this book rely on theories or discuss research
that stem from postpositivist approaches.

Some bibliometric studies did not only analyze (mass) communication theories, but all the-
ories, including those that originated in cognate disciplines. For example, Bryant and Miron
identified 604 theories in their analyzed journals, including theories such as feminist theory,
attribution theory, and Marxism. Likewise, Potter (2012) found 144 different theories from
within and beyond the communication discipline, including theories like the availability heuris-
tic, cognitive dissonance, and self-perception (see also Potter & Riddle, 2007; Walter et al,
2018). According to Potter, these theories all described “some aspect of the media effects phe-
nomenon” (p. 69). However, although all these theories may be helpful to explain media effects,
in themselves they cannot be considered media effects theories as defined in this chapter. As
discussed, a media effects theory at least needs to conceptualize media use and the individual or
collective changes that this media use brings about.

Despite the fact that the bibliometric studies used different classifications of communication
theories and analyzed different communication journals, together they provide an indispensable
picture of the use and development of media effects theories in the past decades. Because media
effects theories did play such a dominant role in all bibliometric studies (Chung et al., 2013),
we were able to reanalyze the results of these studies with an exclusive focus on the media
effects theories that they identified. For example, of the 144 theories that Potter (2012) identi-
fied, about one-fifth qualify as media effects theories according to our definition.

Table 2.1 lists the media effects theories that have been identified as most prevalent in the
bibliometric studies. In ranking these theories, we opted to include the 1956-2000 period
reported by Bryant and Miron (2004) and the most recent years (2010-2016) from Walter
et al.’s (2018) study so as to provide a picture of changes and trends within the discipline. How-
ever, in listing these theories, it is important to note that their ranking should be understood in
general terms rather than as necessarily representing stark or significant differences. First, some
of the theories listed were “tied” in terms of their frequencies. For example, in Bryant and
Miron’s (2004) analysis, agenda setting and uses and gratifications had 61 citations each, and
medium dependency and linear theory had 16 citations each; in Kamhawi and Weaver’s (2003)
analysis, priming and knowledge gap theory were mentioned in fewer than 1.5% of the articles
sampled. Second, even when theories differed in terms of their prevalence, some of these differ-
ences are so small as to warrant caution in their interpretation. For example, in Chung et al.’s
(2013) analysis, cultivation theory was associated with 68 mentions, and agenda setting was
associated with 65 mentions. Finally, in some analyses, different theories were sometimes
grouped together with similar theories in a common category, thereby increasing their promin-
ence in the rankings. For example, in Walter et al’s (2018) study, the “narrative theory” was
employed to refer to articles that employed theories or concepts such as transportation, enter-
tainment education, and character identification.
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Table 2.1 Prominent Media Effect Theories Listed in Five Bibliometric Studies to Document
Communication Theories

Study Bryant and Kamhawi and Potter (2012) Chungetal.  Walter et al.
Miron (2004) Weaver (2003) (2013) (2018)
Period 1956-2000 1980-1999 1993-2005 2000-2009 2010-2016
Journals (1) 3 comm. journals 10 comm. 13 comm. 4 comm. 1 comm. journal
journals journals; 3 other journals
journals
Articles (n) 1,806 889 8,855 1,156 294
Top theories 1. Agenda setting 1. Information 1. Cultivation 1. Framing 1. Framing
(tied) processing theory theory theory
models (e.g.,
limited
capacity
model)
. Uses and 2. Uses and 2. Third-person 2. Priming . (Narrative)
gratifications gratifications effect theory entertainment
(tied) theories
. Cultivation 3. Cultivation 3. Agenda 3. Cultivation . Agenda
theory theory setting theory setting
. Social learning 4. Agenda 4. Uses and 4. Agenda . Selective
theory setting gratifications setting exposure
theory
. Diffusion of 5. Diffusion of 5. Priming 5. Elaboration . Dual
innovations innovations theory Likelihood processing
theory theory Model models (e.g.,
ELM)
. McLuhan’s 6. Framing 6. Limited 6. Third-person 6. Priming
medium theory theory capacity effect theory
model
. Medium 7. Medium 7. Framing 7. Social . Uses and
dependency dependency theory cognitive gratifications
(tied) theory theory
. Linear theory 8. Priming 8. Social 8. Diffusions of 8. Social
(tied) theory (tied) cognitive innovations cognitive
theory theory theory
. Laswell’s 8. Knowledge 9. Elaboration 9. Theory of . Mood
communication gap (tied) Likelihood reasoned management
model Model action theory/Hostile

media effect
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Table 2.2 Prominent Media Effects Theories and Their Google Citations

Author(s) Theory/Model Citations Description

Lazarsfeld et al. Two-step flow 9,783 Argues that media effects are indirect rather than

(1948) theory direct and established through the personal influence
of opinion leaders.

Rogers (1962) Diffusion of 94,813 Explains how, why, and at what rate new ideas and

innovations technology spread among participants in a social

system.

Gerbner, 1969 Cultivation theory 574 Argues that the more time people spend ‘living’ in the

television world, the more likely they are to believe
the social reality portrayed on television.

Tichenor et al. Knowledge gap 2,049 Discusses how mass media can increase the gap in
(1970) theory knowledge between those of higher and lower
socioeconomic status.
McCombs and Agenda setting 10,181 Describes how news media can influence the salience
Shaw (1972) theory of topics on the public agenda.
Katz et al. (1973)/ Uses and 2,277/ Attempts to understand why and how people actively
Rosengren (1974) gratifications theory 719 seek out specific media to satisfy specific needs.
Noelle-Neumann  Spiral of silence 1,696 Discusses people’s tendency to remain silent when
(1974) theory their views differ from the majority view. Media
contribute to the development of majority views.
Ball-Rokeach and  Media system 1,173 Argues that the more a person depends on media to
DeFleur (1976) dependency theory meet needs, the more important media will be in
a person’s life, and the more effects media will have.
Bandura (1977, Social learning/ 47,049/ Analyzes the mechanisms through which symbolic
2009) social cognitive 3,878 communication through mass media influences
theory human thought, affect, and behavior.
Berkowitz (1984)  Priming theory 875 Argues that media can activate cognitions and related

affect/behaviors stored in human memory.
Davison (1983) Third-person effect 1,875 Predicts that people tend to believe that media
messages have a greater effect on others than on

themselves.
Petty and Elaboration 9,089 Explains how mediated stimuli are processed (via
Cacioppo (1986)  Likelihood Model either the central or peripheral route), and how this
processing influences attitude formation or change.
Entman (1993)/  Framing/ 11,965/ Discusses how the media draw attention to certain
Scheufele (1999)  Framing as a theory 3,816 topics and place them within a field of meaning (i.e.,
of media effects frame), which in turn influences audience
perceptions.
Lang, Dhillon and Limited capacity 279/ Analyzes how people’s limited capacity for
Dong (1995)/ model 1,522 information processing affects their memory of, and

Lang, (2000) engagement with, mediated messages.
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Evergreen Media Effects Theories

As Table 2.1 reveals, six media effects theories have held up fairly well over the past decades,
and so they can rightly be named “evergreen theories.” These theories showed up as top-cited
theories in both the earliest bibliometric study (time frame 1956-2000; Bryant & Miron, 2004),
and in two to four bibliometric studies that covered subsequent periods: cultivation theory
(Gerbner, 1969), agenda setting theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1972), diffusion of innovations
theory (Rogers, 1962), uses and gratifications theory (Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 1973; Roseng-
ren, 1974), social learning/social cognitive theory (1986), and media system dependency theory
(Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976).

Other theories that were identified as well-cited theories in the bibliometric studies are two-
step flow theory (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1948), knowledge gap theory (Tichenor, Dono-
hue & Olien, 1970), spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1974), priming theory (Berkowitz,
1984), third-person effects (Davison, 1983), the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986), framing theory (Entman, 1993), and the limited capacity model (Lang, 2000). Table 2.2
gives a short description of the well-cited media effects theories identified in the bibliometric
studies, listed according to the dates in which they were originally coined.

Changes in the Prominence of Theories over Time

When comparing the results of the five bibliometric studies summarized in Table 2.1, some the-
ories appear to have lost their appeal over the years. One such theory is Lasswell’s (1948) model
of communication that was listed as one of the top-cited theories in Bryant and Miron’s (2004)
analysis but lost that status in the more recent bibliometric studies. The same holds for other
classic, linear media effects models, such as Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) mathematical model
of communication. Another theory that was present in Bryant and Miron, but which lost its
influence after the 1970s, is McLuhan’s medium (or sense-extension) theory (McLuhan, 1964).
By means of his aphorism, “the medium is the message,” McLuhan theorized that media exert
their influence primarily by their modalities (e.g., text, aural, audiovisual) and not so much by
the content they deliver. His theory probably lost its appeal among media effects researchers
because research inspired by his theory often failed to produce convincing results (Clark, 2012;
Valkenburg et al, 2016). Although no one can deny that modality is an essential feature of
media and technologies (Sundar & Limperos, 2013), media effects are often a result of
a combination of features, among which content plays a prominent role. It is probably no sur-
prise that “Content is King” is still one of the more popular adages in modern marketing.

Another change over time suggested by the bibliometric studies is the “cognitive turn” in
media effects theories coined in the 1980s and 1990s. This increased attention to internal cogni-
tive processes of media users is at least in part a result of the cognitive revolution in psychology
that started in the 1950s in reaction to behaviorism (Gardner, 1985). Behaviorism (or stimulus-
response theory) is a learning theory that argues that all human behaviors are involuntary
responses to rewarding and punishing stimuli in the environment. What happens in the mind
during exposure to these stimuli is a “black box” and is irrelevant to study.

In the 1980s and 1990s, several media effects theories have tried to open the black box
between media use and media outcomes (e.g., priming theory, Berkowitz, 1984; the limited cap-
acity model, Lang et al., 1995; the Elaboration Likelihood Model, Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). At
the time, scholars started to acknowledge that in order to validly assess whether (or not) media
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can influence individuals, they need to know why and how this happens. This new generation
of theories acknowledged that media effects are indirect (rather than direct). More specifically,
they argued that the cognitive mental states of the viewer act as a mediating (or intervening)
variable between media use and media outcomes. Indeed, these new theories recognized that
the mental states of the media user play a crucial role in explaining media effects.

In the same period, some classic media effects theories were adjusted to better acknowledge cogni-
tions in the media effects process, sometimes by the author him or herself and sometimes by others.
For example, in Bryant and Miron’s bibliometric study, Bandura’s theory was still named social learn-
ing theory (Bandura, 1977). This early version of his theory had its roots in behaviorism, which is
evident, for example, from its unconditional emphasis on rewarding and punishing stimuli to realize
behavioral change. In the 1980s, Bandura modified his theory and renamed it social cognitive theory
to better describe how internal cognitive processes can increase or decrease learning (Bandura, 1986).
In addition, although cultivation theory is an all-time favorite and its name is still current, over the
past few decades researchers have proposed numerous adaptations to the theory to better understand
how, why, and when cultivation effects occur. For example, Shrum (1995) has argued for the integra-
tion of cultivation theory in a cognitive information processing framework. According to Potter
(2014), the adaptations of cultivation theory are so numerous and extensive that its original set of
propositions may have gotten glossed over. Indeed, there appears to be only minimal overlap between
the macro-level, sociological cultivation theory that Gerbner (1969) proposed and the more recent
micro-level, psychological interpretations of the same theory (Ewoldsen, 2017; Potter, 2014).

Upcoming Media Effects Theories

Although highly informative, together the five bibliometric studies either do not (Bryant &
Miron, 2004; Kamhawi & Weaver, 2003; Potter, 2012) or only partly cover the past decade of
media effects research (Chung et al., 2013; Walter et al, 2018). The most recent study by
Walter et al. (2018) does cover publications that appeared up to 2016. But due to their study’s
broader scope, they only focused on research papers and omitted theoretical papers from their
analysis, whereas these latter papers typically are the ones in which new media effects theories
are coined. Given the rapid changes in media technologies in the past decade, it is highly rele-
vant to investigate whether this recent period has witnessed an upsurge in novel or adjusted
media effects theories. After all, as media technologies change, “new theories may be needed
with which to understand the communication dynamics that these technologies involve” (Wal-
ther, Van Der Heide, Hamel & Shulman, 2009, p. 230).

To identify upcoming media effects theories, we conducted an additional bibliometric ana-
lysis, in which we included the same 14 communication journals as the most extensive earlier
analysis did (Potter, 2012; see Potter & Riddle, 2007). To capture theories and research that are
particularly relevant to newer communication technologies, we included an additional commu-
nication journal: the Journal of Computer Mediated Communication. To identify highly cited
articles in these 15 journals, we used the “highly cited paper” option provided by the citation
indexing service Web of Science (WoS). Highly cited papers in WoS reflect articles in the last
ten years that were ranked in the top 1% within the same field of research (e.g., communica-
tion) and published in the same year (Clarivate Analytics, 2017). An advantage of this analysis
is that, within the designated ten-year period, older and recent papers are treated equally.
Whereas in regular citation analyses older papers typically outperform more recent ones, the
algorithm of WoS controls for this “seniority bias.”
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Our analysis yielded 93 highly cited papers in these 15 journals.> Of these papers, about half
involved media effects papers, which underscores the relevance of media effects research in the
communication discipline. Most of these effects papers were empirical papers that used one or
more existing theories to guide their research. However, a small percentage (about 10%) either
introduced a new media effects theory or extended one or more existing theories. Some of these
theoretical papers focused on media use in general (e.g., the reinforcing spiral model, Slater,
2007; the Differential Susceptibility Model of Media Effects, Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). Others
dealt with specific types of media use, such as exposure to news (e.g., framing theory, Entman,
2007; the communication mediation model, Shah et al., 2017), persuasive messages (e.g., the
model of psychological reactance to persuasive messages, Rains, 2013), or communication tech-
nology (extensions of spiral of silence theory and two-step flow theory, Neubaum & Krimer,
2017; the uses and gratifications theory 2.0, Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

A first noticeable trend revealed by the highly cited media effects papers is the emergence of
theories that attempt to explain the uses and effects of media entertainment (for a similar obser-
vation, see Walter et al., 2018; Table 2.1). Some of these theories try to better understand this
type of media use by focusing on cognitive and emotional processing. They try to explain, for
example, why and how exposure to narrative entertainment leads to less resistance than trad-
itional persuasive messages (the entertainment overcoming resistance model, Moyer-Gusé, 2008;
Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010). Other theories have tried to better understand the concept of
enjoyment in response to media entertainment (Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard & Organ,
2010), or the “eudaimonic gratifications” (i.e., media-related experiences associated with con-
templation and meaningfulness) that people experience in response to thought-provoking and
poignant entertainment (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011).

Another trend that can be inferred from the highly cited media effect studies is that the trad-
itional gap between media effects and CMC (Computer-Mediated-Communication) studies seems
to have narrowed somewhat in the past years. Traditionally, “media effects research” and “CMC
research” were part of two subdisciplines of communication science that developed in separation
and rarely interacted with each other. Media effects research was part of the mass communication
subdiscipline, whereas CMC research belonged to the interpersonal communication subdiscipline.
Over time, many authors have argued for bridging the gap between these two subdisciplines, often-
times without much success (for a review see Walther & Valkenburg, 2017).

However, the significant changes in media use in the past decade seemingly have been an
important impetus for the merger between media effects and CMC theories. After all, whereas
previously “media use” referred only to a handful of mass media such as newspapers, radio,
film, and television, the current definition of media use, including the one in this chapter, also
includes an array of media technologies that stimulate give-and-take interactions of individuals
or groups with technologies (e.g., games) or other individuals (e.g., social media) and that trad-
itionally belonged to “the realm” of CMC theories and research.

In fact, several CMC studies in our collection of highly cited papers did investigate “media
effects” that fall within our definition of such effects. For example, Walther, Van der Heide,
Kim, Westerman and Tong (2008) found that CMC users’ perceptions of an individual’s online
profile are affected by the posts of friends who may have posted on the profile. We consider
such a scenario as an example of a media effect. Namely, people (i.e., the receivers) look at
online profiles (i.e., media use), and the messages or posts that they see (i.e., the messages)
affect their perceptions (i.e., the media effect). Similarly, Tong, Van Der Heide, Langwell and
Walther (2008) investigated how exposure to the number of friends listed on online profiles
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(i.e., media use) influenced observers’ perceptions of these profiles (i.e., the media effect). Their
study showed that this system-produced information significantly influenced the cognitions and
attitudes of the receivers of these messages.

Core Features of Contemporary Media Effects Theories

The previous section revealed several changes in media effects theories over the past decades,
such as the cognitive turn in these theories as of the 1980s and 1990s, the emphasis on media
entertainment and emotional media processing, and the gradual integration of media effects
and CMC research. Generally, the more recent theories appear to be more comprehensive than
earlier ones. For example, they more often recognize the interaction between media factors
(media use, media processing) and non-media factors (e.g., dispositional, situational, and social
context factors), and they better acknowledge that media effects are indirect rather than direct.
In the next sections, we discuss how contemporary media effects theories differ from the earlier
ones. We focus on three related core features of these theories: selectivity, transactionality, and
conditionality.

Selectivity Paradigm

Selectivity is one of the oldest paradigms in communication. Already in the 1940s, Lazarsfeld et al.
(1948) discovered that individuals predominantly select media messages that serve their needs,
goals, and beliefs. These early ideas have been further conceptualized into two theories: the uses and
gratifications (Katz et al, 1973; Rosengren, 1974) and selective exposure theory (Knobloch-
Westerwick, 2014). Both theories are generally based on three propositions: (1) individuals only
attend to a limited number of messages out of the miscellany of messages that can potentially attract
their attention; (2) media use is a result of dispositional (e.g., needs, personality), situational
(e.g., mood), or social-context factors (e.g., the norms that prevail in the social environment);
and (3) only those messages they select have the potential to influence them (Klapper, 1960).
This influence of media use is named “obtained gratifications” in uses and gratifications theory
and “media effects” in selective exposure theory.

Early empirical research guided by uses and gratifications and selective exposure theory usu-
ally investigated only the first part of the media effects process. This research typically conceptu-
alized media use as the outcome, whereas the consequences or “effects” of this media use were
typically ignored. Therefore, these early theories do not fit within our definition of media effects
theories. In the past decade, however, the selectivity paradigm has progressively become an inte-
grated part of media effects theories, including the reinforcing spiral model (Slater, 2007); the
SESAM model (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2014; see Chapter 10 in this volume) and the Differential
Susceptibility to Media Effects Model (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). Indeed, in Walter et al’s
(2018) bibliometric analysis, selective exposure appeared as a top theory only in the last time
frame examined (2000-2016). Contemporary selective exposure theories conceptualize that
media users, rather than media sources, are the center points in a process that may bring about
media effects. This insight has important implications for media effects research. It means, for
example, that individuals, by shaping their own selective media use, also (deliberately or not)
partly shape their own media effects (Valkenburg et al., 2016).

The selectivity paradigm is also part and parcel of CMC theories and research. For example,
Walther, Tong, DeAndrea, Carr and Van Der Heide (2011) argue that the specific goal(s) that
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prompt an individual’s media consumption “shape attention to variations in the content and
features of the topical information one consumes, affecting its interpretation and recall” (p.
187). However, although selectivity is clearly an important feature of CMC, it is still unknown
whether CMC users are more (or less) able to contribute to their own media effects than users
of more traditional media are. On the one hand, CMC users have more agency in their media
selection than they had with traditional media. They can, for example, openly comment on
incoming messages, thereby publicly discounting this information. They can also more easily
avoid incongruent or conflicting messages, and, due to technological algorithms that use their
preferences or search terms, co-create their own “filter bubbles” (Pariser, 2011). Due to this
increased agency and selectivity, CMC users may thus have more opportunity than traditional
media users to shape their own media effects.

On the other hand, the blending of mass (e.g., a television program) and interpersonal mes-
sages (e.g., viewer comments on Twitter about this television program) in CMC environments
could also stimulate a type of gratification (or effect) that have been named “process gratifica-
tions” (Stafford, Stafford & Schkade, 2004). Unlike content gratifications, process gratifications
(or effects) are not so much driven by preexisting needs, goals, or beliefs of the media user, but
they develop while using media. For example, individuals may start surfing the web with spe-
cific a priori needs, beliefs, or goals, but while interacting with technologies or other people
they may develop different and unforeseen needs, goals, and beliefs, which in turn may lead to
different and unforeseen media gratifications (or effects). Therefore, in contemporary media
effects theories, media effects can best be understood as the result of an interaction between
need-driven media use and situational, process-based media use (for a further discussion, see
Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

Transactionality Paradigm

In the early days of the communication discipline, most mass media effects theories were linear,
one-directional models of communication that pointed from senders (mass media) to receivers.
Examples of linear media effects theories are cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1969), Lasswell’s
(1948) communication model, and McLuhan’s (1964) medium theory (see the first column of
Table 2.1). Unlike one-directional media effects theories, transactional theories conceptualize
media use and media outcomes as reciprocally related. Like uses and gratifications and selective
exposure theory, transactional media effects models embrace a user-oriented approach (e.g.,
Wang & Tchernev, 2012). They argue that (1) certain dispositions of media users (e.g., needs,
goals, beliefs) can cause their selective media use; (2) which can, in turn, cause certain outcomes
(i.e., the media effect); (3) which can, then, further cause selective media use. For example, ado-
lescents’ aggressiveness may stimulate their use of violent media, which, in turn, may increase
their aggressiveness, which may then further stimulate their violent media use (Slater, Henry,
Swaim & Anderson, 2003).

Transactional media effects theories are relatively recent in the communication discipline.
The first transactional media effects model appeared in the early 1980s in Germany (Frith &
Schénbach, 1982), but that model probably suffered from the rule of the restrictive head start.
Transactional models are difficult to investigate and, at the time, both the expertise and the
methods to empirically test such complex models were not widely available then. Subsequent
transactional media effects models are Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive model, Anderson and
Bushman’s (2002) General Aggression Model, and Slater’s (2007) reinforcing spiral model.
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Although transactionality is relatively new to media effects theories, it has always been a core
paradigm of interpersonal communication theories, which, par excellence, attempt to explain
the reciprocal influences from interaction partners on one another. However, interpersonal
communication has been increasingly mediated through CMC devices. Moreover, in newer
media environments, many traditionally one-directional mass communication processes, such as
news and entertainment consumption, have become transactional: Message producers and con-
sumers can now exert reciprocal influences on one another and can easily switch their roles
from consumers to producers and vice versa. These transactional processes necessitate alter-
ations to existing media effects theories. Such alterations have already been suggested, for
example, for agenda setting theory (Lee & Tandoc, 2017), spiral of silence theory (Neubaum &
Krimer, 2017), communication mediation theory (Shah et al., 2017), diffusion of innovations
theory (Rice, 2017), and entertainment theory (Raney & Ji, 2017).

Conditionality Paradigm

Like the transactionality paradigm, the conditionality paradigm elaborates on the uses and grati-
fications and selective exposure theories. It postulates that media effects do not equally hold for
all media users, and that media effects can be contingent on dispositional, situational, and
social-context factors. Remarkably, already in the 1930s, the first large-scale empirical studies
into the effects of media on children and young adults, the Payne Fund Studies, concluded:

That the movies exert an influence there can be no doubt. But it is our opinion that this
influence is specific for a given child and a given movie. The same picture may influence
different children in distinctly opposite directions. Thus in a general survey such as we have
made, the net effect appears small.

(Charters, 1933, p. 16)

However, despite these early empirical findings, many subsequent media effects theorists
have been rather slow in acknowledging conditional media effects. Particularly early theories
aimed at establishing linear, across-the-board effects of mass media. For example, although
Gerbner’s (1969) cultivation theory did recognize that individuals differ in their interpretation
of messages, it did not conceptualize such differences, but instead focused on the macro-level
effects of mass-mediated message systems on the public (Potter, 2014). And even today, there
seems to be a tendency to ignore individual differences in susceptibility to media effects. As
Neuman (2018) recently observed: “Perhaps our paradigm would be strengthened if we recog-
nized that media effects are neither characteristically strong nor are they characteristically min-
imal: they are characteristically highly variable” (Neuman, 2018, p. 370; see also Rains, Levine &
Weber, 2018).

However, despite Neuman’s (2018) recent criticism, in fact, most contemporary media
effects theories do recognize conditional media effects, including the reinforcing spiral model
(Slater, 2007), the communication mediation model (Shah et al., 2007, 2017), and the Elabor-
ation Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Most of these theories have proposed that
conditional media effects are not only due to selective exposure but also to selective process-
ing. For example, Valkenburg and Peter (2013) argue that dispositional, situational, and
social context factors may have a double role in the media effects process: They not only
predict selective exposure, but they can also influence the way in which media content is
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cognitively and emotionally processed. Individuals have the tendency, at least to a certain
extent, to seek out content that does not deviate too much from their needs, goals, and
beliefs (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2014). It is conceivable that the same factors that predict
selective exposure can also influence the way in which media content is processed. It has
been shown that people’s opinions on a given issue influence how they respond to media
messages and characters. For example, in their now-classic study about the American series
All in the Family, Vidmar and Rokeach (1974) found that high prejudiced viewers tended to
be more sympathetic to Archie, the bigoted main character, whereas low-prejudiced individ-
uals tended to be more sympathetic to Mike, the politically liberal main character of the
series.

Unfortunately, although in the past decades there has been ample research on selective
exposure and selective recall, there has been relatively less attention to selective reception pro-
cesses (Hart et al., 2009). Moreover, the scarce research that did focus on selective reception has
mainly focused on individual differences in cognitive processing of media content and less on
emotional processing. However, as our analysis of recent highly cited communication papers
suggests, two decades after the cognitive turn in media effects theories, an emotional turn in
these theories seems to have unfolded. Indeed, contemporary media effects theories increasingly
recognize that emotional processes, such as identification with characters or emotional involve-
ment in the narrative, are important routes to media effects (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010; Nabi,
2009; Slater & Rouner, 2002).

Discussion

Together, the five bibliometric studies that we attempted to integrate in this chapter and our
highly cited paper analysis suggest that the use of theory in communication papers has increased
significantly across time. For example, whereas Bryant and Miron (2004), who reported on the
period from 1956 to 2000, found that only 26% of articles provided a theoretical framework,
Potter and Riddle (2007), who reported on the period from 1993 to 2005, found that 35% of art-
icles featured a theory prominently. Finally, Walter et al. (2018) observed that whereas in the
1950s only 9% of all empirical papers that appeared in the Journal of Communication featured
a theory prominently, this percentage increased towards 65% in the 2010s.

Although it is promising that the development of theory in communication journals has
quantitatively increased over the years, it is even more important to establish whether it has
improved in a qualitative sense. Some of the bibliometric studies are pessimistic about this
qualitative development. For example, Walter et al. (2018) observed a “remarkable slowdown
in new theory development” (p. 424) and “a general increase in theory use, yet a decrease in
theory development” (p. 435). It must be noted, though, that Walter et al.’s analysis did not
include theoretical articles and literature reviews in their bibliometric analysis, which
together comprised 11% of their sample of papers. Their conclusions about the state of the
field would undoubtedly have been more positive if they had included theoretical papers in
their sample.

Walter et al. (2018) based their conclusion on the fact that a number of theories, such as
cultivation theory, social cognitive theory, and agenda setting theory, which we dubbed as ever-
green theories, remained prominent in every decade after the 1970s. Several other authors have
also observed that some theories have been used over and over again up until the present day
(Ewoldsen, 2017; Katz & Fialkoff, 2017; Potter, 2014). One explanation for this phenomenon
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may be that these theories have managed to become part of the shared identity of media effects
researchers, who, by referring to or adjusting these theories in their work, are able to communi-
cate this identity. Another explanation may be the high “tolerance” of evergreen theories for
multiple interpretations of their claims. Social cognitive theory, for example, is a comprehensive
theory with broad concepts that are related to one another in complex ways. An unforeseen
consequence of such theories is that they allow researchers to freely interpret or select parts of
the theory to justify or explain their results.

Some authors fear that the recurrent referral to these theories distorts what the theory origin-
ally proposed (Potter, 2014) or hides the progress that has been made in the understanding of
media effects theories (Ewoldsen, 2017). Others have proposed the “retirement” of these old the-
ories and replace them with newer ones that better explain contemporary media use and effects
(Katz & Fialkoff, 2017). Indeed, we agree that it is important for the progress of the media effects
field to develop new theories with new names rather than to selectively use claims of old theories
to justify or explain expected or unexpected results. After all, true theoretical progress can only
occur if certain claims of theories that do not hold are formally falsified. Despite the concerns of
some authors about the progress in the media effects field, our analysis of recent highly cited com-
munication papers suggests a somewhat more optimistic view. We found that about 10% of the
highly cited papers in 15 communication journals published between 2007 and 2017 either intro-
duced a new theory or significantly extended an existing one. These extensions of old theories,
such as spiral of silence and diffusion of innovations, were partly due to the rapid changes in the
new media landscape, which demands a rethinking of theories that originated in periods when
the relation between media and audiences was predominantly anonymous and one-directional.

In this chapter, we summarized several important theoretical trends over the past decade.
One such trend is the development of theories that attempt to understand the effects of
(narrative) media entertainment and the role of emotional processing in these effects.
Another trend is that theories that were coined or extended in the past decade increasingly
recognize the selectivity, conditionality, and transactionality of media effects. Finally, despite
concerns about the lack of integration between mass and interpersonal communication, we
did observe an increased tendency to merge media effects, interpersonal, and CMC theories
in papers that investigate the uses and effects of messages communication via the internet
and social media.

Challenges and Opportunities for Future Media Effects Research

We are encouraged by the development of media effects theories revealed in our analysis, and
we look forward to the new theory development that will undoubtedly evolve in our changing
media landscape, where most technologies are simultaneously rapidly new and rapidly old. Both
the proliferation of new media technologies and the possibilities to instantaneously interact with
other media users pose important challenges and opportunities for future researchers.

Conceptualizing “Media Use 2.0.”

First, we anticipate that newer theory development must confront how best to conceptualize
what constitutes “media use.” Whereas foundational theories often used sweeping measures
such as hours-a-day spent with television (e.g., Gerbner, 1969), newer theories need to account
for a seemingly endless array of media platforms, even when focusing on a single “type” of
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media such as social networking sites. Moreover, given the mobility and multiplicity of media
channels, the prevalence of media multitasking has reached new heights, and particularly
among younger individuals (Voorveld & van der Goot, 2013). Consequently, watching
a favorite television program may now also simultaneously involve chatting with other viewers
on fan sites, posting one’s reactions to the program on social media, or searching online for
information about the actors.

Finally, evolving technologies facilitate media “use” well beyond the time boundaries of any
single instance of media consumption. For example, although an individual may watch a given
television program for a span of an hour, she may continue to “watch” the show for much
longer by engaging with other viewers about the show, by watching replays and commentaries
about the show on YouTube, or even expressing her thoughts about the program through self-
generated media content such as mashups or fan fiction (Shade, Kornfield & Oliver, 2015).
These examples are but a handful of the many ways that media use is changing, thereby high-
lighting the need to revise or develop new ways to conceptualize and measure how individuals
now “use” media content and technology.

New Methods to Assess Cognitive and Emotional Media Processing

Related to the need to reassess how to measure media use, media effects theories may stand to
benefit from the evolving use of newer means of assessing individuals’ emotional and cognitive
processing of messages and resultant changes in beliefs, attitudes, affective states, and behaviors.
Whereas traditional scholarship has typically relied on self-reports for studying media effects,
many researchers are now turning to alternative techniques. For example, an increasing number
of scholars are now examining the neural patterns associated with media use, pointing out its
relevance in a host of areas including persuasion, stereotyping, health, and social interaction
(see, for example, Falk & Scholz, 2018; Weber, Eden, Huskey, Mangus & Falk, 2015). Likewise,
devices such as face readers and eye trackers are currently providing ample opportunity to
assess changes in emotional responses to media messages and devices (e.g., Jennett et al., 2008;
McDuft, Kaliouby & Picard, 2012; Russell, Russell, Morales & Lehu, 2017). Such measurement
holds the promise of helping us develop theories about changes in emotions that occur during
media use and what such changes imply for resultant media outcomes (Nabi & Green, 2014).
Further, the opportunity to scrape and analyze big data and networks of information sharing
will open many new avenues for media effects theorizing. Although numerous theoretical per-
spectives have acknowledged the sharing of media messages among individuals (e.g., two-step
flow model, diffusion of innovations), network analysis of online communities represents ample
opportunities to develop new or adjust existing communication theories.

The Effects of “Mass Self-Communication”

Finally, we eagerly anticipate the growth of media theory that grapples with the implications of the
shift from mass communication to what O’Sullivan (2005) has named “masspersonal” and Castells
(2007) “mass self-communication.” In traditional mass media effects theories, the influence process
is unidirectional, from one generator of messages to recipients. Mass self-communication theories
provide an extension to these theories, in that they do not only focus on the effects of messages on
recipients but also on the effects of those messages on the generator him or herself. The effects of
self-generated and self-modified media messages on the message generators themselves have



30 « Patti M. Valkenburg and Mary Beth Oliver

garnered increasing interest among scholars with the emergence of interactive technologies. For
example, research on the Proteus Effect demonstrates that people often adopt the characteristics of
the avatars that they use to present themselves online (Yee & Bailenson, 2007). Likewise, research
on customization of websites and user-interfaces shows that when individuals have the opportunity
to select their own digitized environments (e.g., interests, colors, banners), they tend to feel greater
affiliation for the environments and heightened perceptions of relevance and interactivity
(e.g., Kalyanaraman & Sundar, 2006).

Most recently, Valkenburg (2017) coined the phrase “self-effects” to refer broadly to the effects
of messages on the cognitions, emotions, attitudes, and behaviors of the message generators them-
selves. She argued that in the context of social media, expressing an attitude, stating one’s opinion,
or even selecting an avatar with a particular appearance may not only influence the cognitions,
beliefs, and attitudes of message recipients, but also those of the message generators. Further, as
discussed, given individuals’ tendencies to select media content that is congruent with their cogni-
tions, beliefs, and attitudes, it is likely that messages which are self-generated and originate from
their generator’s own beliefs may have an even stronger effect on the message generators themselves
than on their message recipients. There is an apparent need for future communication research that
investigates and compares the effects and effectiveness of messages on both recipients and message
generators themselves.

Conclusion

In sum, our review of media effects theories leads us to end on an optimistic note. Whereas some
reviews may suggest that our scholarship is somewhat slow to evolve, our review of media effects
theories is heartening. Some theories have remained evergreen, and likely for good reason. Although
some of these evergreen theories were developed in what may seem like a long-ago past, their fun-
damental assumptions about media and human psychology are likely applicable across a wide acre-
age of media landscapes. At the same time, newer theories, concepts, and foci are populating our
scholarship, and reflecting a greater nuance of human experience and of its intersection with com-
munication technologies. Undoubtedly, media effects as a focus of study is at the center of public
discourse about interpersonal interaction, political exchange, and even the striving for well-being.
We await the insights that will certainly arise from scholars who work toward our understanding of
media in the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral lives of its consumers and creators.

Notes

1 Some parts of this chapter are based on Valkenburg et al. (2016). This mostly holds for the
section about the three core features of media effects theories, and Table 2.2, which offers an
extension and update of a table that appeared in Valkenburg et al. (2016).

2 The list of highly cited articles in these journals can be obtained from Patti
Valkenburg: p.m.valkenburg@uva.nl. Two out of the 14 journals that Potter (2012) analyzed
(the Quarterly Journal of Speech and the Mass Communication Review) are not indexed in
WoS; as a result, no highly cited papers from these journals could be included in our analysis.
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The World of News and Politics

Yariv Tsfati and Nathan Walter

The world of news and politics is one of the most-studied contexts in media effects research.
News can be understood as an umbrella term that encompasses a wide array of content (e.g.,
blogs, political posts on Facebook, political comedy programs), and though the chapter focuses
mainly on traditional political news, it also touches upon political communication more gener-
ally. Political communication is such a popular context because any definition of politics—be
it “the pursuit of collective interest or well-being,” “the pursuit of self-interest of individuals,
parties or organized interest groups,” or “the authoritative allocation of values” (definitions
from Gabriel, 2017, pp. 2-3)—invokes a vast field connected to various aspects of social and
private life. The founding fathers of communication research (e.g., Lazarsfeld, Berelson, &
Gaudet, 1948) regarded news and politics as a pivotal context for effects research (Reinemann,
2014). Concerns about the political influence of news media and whether democracy could
function despite such influences were the primary motivations for the study of the effects of
political campaigns and news media (Delia, 1987, p. 22), and such motivations have shaped the
discipline for decades, and continue to shape it until this very day.

Given that news is such a popular context for the study of effects, and that politics is such
a vast domain, any attempt to review the entire research literature about news and political effects
would be futile. Instead of offering an incomplete review, we begin this chapter by summarizing
the accepted view about the political effects of media at the end of the 20th century, as reflected
by the main theories of news effects, described in textbooks and taught in most introductory com-
munication courses. Over the past two decades, changes in media technology, in the ecology of
media, and in the political environment have defied many of the assumptions that lay at the core
of political effects research a generation ago in a way that has challenged the paradigm of media
effects as previously understood. The bulk of this chapter describes five main such developments:
the return of partisan media, the polarization of the political environment, the spread of social
media, the vast use of misinformation in political contexts, and the blurring boundaries between
news and other genres. The chapter concludes with an explanation of how these developments
serve to contradict longstanding assumptions in news effects research and with a review of central
research findings about news effects in light of these developments.

36
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Political News Effects at the End of the 20th Century

By and large, several decades of research on the political effects of media through the late 1990s
could be summarized by the following two points:

1. Previous conceptions of minimal or limited media effects, on the one hand, and of an
omnipotent media, on the other, were both considered inaccurate. Research demonstrated
noticeable effects of media on political life, and while these tended to be moderate at best
(in terms of effect sizes), they potentially carried rather substantive political consequences.

2. Given that most people’s political preferences tended to be strikingly stable, and thus not
easily malleable by news and campaign information, voting—seen as “the ultimate criterion
variable” of earlier studies (Chaffee & Hochheimer, 1985, p. 82)—was no longer considered
an extremely useful dependent variable in political media effects studies. Rather than shaping
voting directly, the media were widely believed to affect politics through their effects on
other relevant attitudes and perceptions.

For the final three decades of the 20th century, the main theories of news effects belonged to
what could be considered the “return to a relatively powerful media” tradition, following an
earlier focus on limited effects characterized by the importance of selectivity, predispositions,
and interpersonal communication. Five central lines of research predominated this “return to
powerful media” tradition. The main innovation offered by each was an alternate, dependent
variable to replace “voting” as the primary outcome of media influence. For example, research
on agenda setting (e.g., McCombs, 2005) proposed that media affect politics by shaping the
importance assigned to different social problems by the public. Spiral of silence research
(Noelle-Neumann, 1984) turned the spotlight of media effects on people’s perceptions regarding
the social climate of opinion, namely, what people perceive to be the dominant opinion in soci-
ety, held by the majority of citizens. Research on framing effects argued that news media shape
how people think about issues and social problems, including audiences’ moral evaluations,
causal attributions, and problem definitions (Entman, 1993; see Chapter 4 in this volume).
Although not affecting voting directly, such evaluations, perceptions, and assessments do often-
times advance support for certain policy solutions (Edy & Meirick, 2007). Priming effects
scholars (e.g., Iyengar & Kinder, 1987) argued that the news media have the ability to make
certain constructs or considerations more influential in decision-making (see Chapter 6 in this
volume). Finally, although research on media cultivation (see Chapter 5 in this volume) was
originally designed to model the effects of entertainment, several scholars found cultivation
effects in the context of news watching (Romer, Jamieson, & Aday, 2003), demonstrating, for
instance, how exposure to prevalent presentation of crime in the news can shape audience
assessments of risk and fear of crime.

On top of these five central traditions, many studies explored an array of additional outcome
variables. Especially noteworthy is a vast tradition on “video-malaise” (e.g., Mutz & Reeves,
2005) that argued that the content and style of presentation of politics in news promotes polit-
ical mistrust and apathy, and decreases political participation (for a review, see Norris, 2000).
Yet another tradition examined news effects on political knowledge (e.g., Grabe, Kamhawi, &
Yegiyan, 2009). Both video-malaise and knowledge studies focused, again, on outcomes that
were not straightforward attitudes or vote choice, and both assumed that these outcomes carry
important political consequences.
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Beyond sharing the belief that news media affect political life indirectly by shaping various
individual-level cognitions, and that these effects are not trivial, agenda setting, priming, fram-
ing, spiral of silence, cultivation, video-malaise, and knowledge studies all implicitly shared
a few additional underlying assumptions. The first assumption—consonance—was that different
media outlets portray political realities in a homogeneous manner. Because of similarity in
sources, journalists’ professional values, and production routines and practices, different news
outlets were presumed to have similar news agendas, tended to describe political events using
similar frames, to present the same climate of opinion, and to describe politicians and politics
negatively. Empirical research examining the assumption of consonance, by and large, verified
it, with all but a few exceptions (Noelle-Neumann & Mathes, 1987).

As a result of the assumption of homogeneous and consonant content, the possibility of audi-
ence selectivity was not considered as playing a major role in the process of media influence.
Gerbner and his colleagues (2002) claimed that television provides a restricted set of choices and
is “designed to be watched in a non-selective fashion” (p. 45); selectivity was viewed as similarly
impossible by spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann & Mathes, 1987). Agenda setting research
likewise assumed that no real alternate agenda existed to that of mainstream news organizations
(given “intermedia agenda setting”; Dearing & Rogers, 1996), and while framing research acknow-
ledged the existence of competing frames (Edy & Meirick, 2007), audience selectivity as the
underlying motivation for exposure to frames was, by and large, ignored by researchers.

But while “the return to a relatively powerful media” scholars assumed consonant messages
and disregarded (some even denied) selectivity, they did not assume news effects were uniform
for all audiences. Moderating variables were discovered for each and every central theory of
media effects, pointing out that some audiences are affected more than others. For example,
audience trust in the news media was found to moderate agenda setting (Iyengar & Kinder,
1985), priming (Miller & Krosnick, 2000), and effects on political knowledge (Ladd, 2012), such
that trusting audiences were found to be more affected by the news compared to those scoring
low on news media trust. Political involvement was found to moderate effects on news on polit-
ical participation and trust (Norris, 2000), such that those involved in politics were not nega-
tively affected by news (as they hardly consumed news), while those involved were positively
affected by news, increasing further their political engagement. Similarly, media dependency
theory demonstrated that media are more powerful when audiences lack alternative, non-
mediated sources of information, and less influential when audiences are less dependent on
them (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976).

Media effects were not only moderated by predispositions and individual differences, but also
by external factors. For example, effects on political decision-making are stronger in imbalanced
campaigns (i.e, when one candidate receives much more attention than the other), compared to
regular times when media balances between political contenders (Zaller, 1996). With regard to
public support of the use of force in wartime, media effects were observed to be stronger when
the media “are parroting [the] elite consensus” compared to when they “report negative or con-
troversial issues” and “in times of elite dissensus” (Aday, 2010, p. 458).

Finally, although the understanding that media effects are often mediated by interpersonal
communication could be found in communication textbooks since the 1950s, relatively few news
effects scholars incorporated interpersonal communications into their designs and modeled inter-
actions between news and conversation. True, spiral of silence as a theory of news effects included
both news and interpersonal opinion expression, and much other research controlled for political
conversation when modeling news effects. But in general, interpersonal communication was not
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assigned an important role by the predominant research traditions in the late 20th century. In
addition, feedback from other audience members was also largely neglected by news effects
research. As a result, most research in the “return to powerful media” tradition modeled audi-
ences as atomized unconnected units, despite the fact it was common knowledge that audiences
did (and still do) not consume news in isolation.

To sum up, political communication research at the end of the 1990s conceived news content
to be consonant across media outlets and perceived audiences as consuming news in isolation
without receiving information or feedback from other audiences. In addition, political effects were
perceived to be small to moderate in size (but at times still highly politically consequential), and
to affect political decision-making via their influence on mediating cognitions. However, changes
in communication technologies, in media ecology, and in the political environment have shaken
the assumptions that were at the core of political communication for decades in ways that have
shaped effects research.

Five Disruptions to News Effects Studies in the New Millennium

Multiplication of Channels and the Return of Partisan Media

The advent of cable television in the early 1980s brought about an increase in the number of
choices available for television viewers, and the possibility of various alternatives resulted in
increased gaps in political knowledge and involvement (Prior, 2007). However, the availability
of 24-hour news channels on cable TV, together with the popularization of the internet and the
emergence of political talk radio, have challenged the assumption of news consonance widely
held by news effects scholars until the 1990s. By the early 2000s, scholars could no longer
assume a homogeneous presentation of the important problems, a uniform presentation of the
climate of opinion, and a consonant set of homogeneous frames. Furthermore, while audience
selectivity was by and large overlooked in the previous era, selective exposure was widely docu-
mented in the era of partisan news outlets and blogs (e.g., Iyengar & Hahn, 2009), despite the
fact that some evidence highlighted that ideologically slanted cable news channels do not enjoy
widespread exposure (Prior, 2013).

Given the changes in the post-broadcast media landscape, Bennett and Iyengar (2008) called
on political communication scholars to revisit previous theories of media effects and to examine
whether each theory “needs to be adapted, and in some cases overthrown” (p. 713). They envi-
sioned a new era of minimal effects advanced by the rise of partisan media, in which media
effects are limited only to reinforcement and polarization of existing attitudes.

In line with Bennett and Iyengar’s (2008) call, a few studies examined how the previous theor-
ies of media effects were faring in the age of diversification and partisan media. With regard to
framing, Jamieson and Cappella (2008) demonstrated that listeners of the conservative talk radio
host Rush Limbaugh were more likely to accept his interpretations of political events, while con-
servative non-listeners did not share his interpretations. In a similar manner, ideological news
exposure was associated with acceptance of an ideologically congruent opinion climate, with those
watching right-wing media perceiving a more right-wing opinion climate, and vice versa for those
watching left-wing media (Tsfati, Stroud, & Chotiner, 2014). When applying the same question to
agenda setting effects, Shehata and Strémback (2013) found that despite the fact that mainstream
media still have the ability to shape the agenda, individual-level effects were weaker for audiences
who did not depend on mainstream media and consumed news more heavily from online
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sources. Right-wing issues were perceived as more important by right-wing voters, and left-wing
issues were perceived as more important by left-wing voters, but partisan effects occurred pre-
dominantly for low-salience issues, while traditional media effects were observed for issues high
on the mainstream media agenda.

Polarization of the Political Environment

The most studied effect of exposure to ideological media is by far its effect on political polariza-
tion. The political science literature has documented a process of elite polarization, referring to
increasing divisions between American party elites, expressed in congressional voting, party
platforms, and in politicians’ and activists’ attitudes (Ladd, 2012). Whether or not a similar pro-
cess of mass polarization has taken place in response, and how to measure such polarization, is
a matter of debate (Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012).

Most communication scholars focus on affective polarization, which is conceptualized as
a negative affect towards one’s political opponents, a construct that is inconsistently related to
issue positions (Iyengar et al., 2012). Time and again, and across cultures, political communica-
tion scholars have documented an association between exposure to like-minded ideological
media and affective polarization, controlling for a host of covariates (Garrett et al., 2014).
They have also established, using cross-lagged designs, that the direction of at least part of the
association is from the former to the latter (Stroud, 2010; for an example of a laboratory study
demonstrating such results see Arceneaux & Johnson, 2013). However, though manipulating
ideological exposure is possible (e.g., exposure to liberal media in one experimental condition
compared to exposure to conservative media in another condition), it is much more challenging
to manipulate selective exposure—that is, choice of like-minded content—while maintaining
random assignment to experimental conditions, a prerequisite for causal inference (Feldman,
Stroud, Bimber, & Wojciezak, 2013). In other words, when researchers allow participants to
choose to read a liberal or a conservative article, comparing those who have selected a like-
minded or a cross-cutting article cannot lead us to the conclusion that their exposure caused
the difference in the dependent variable because they were not randomly assigned to the liberal
or conservative content (but rather selected it).

Several theoretical standpoints account for the association between congruent selective expos-
ure and polarization. Theories of motivated processing (Taber & Lodge, 2006) account for both
selection of ideologically congruent news and their effects (Levendusky, 2013). These theories
argue that when people are presented with information that challenges their worldview, they are
motivated to discount the quality of the arguments, derogate the source of the message, or
question the accuracy of the claims. By contrast, information that fits within people’s broader
belief system is often judged as probative and accepted at face value, even when its validity is
called into question by experts and authority figures (Chang, 2015). The most typical outcomes
of motivated processing are considered to be the selection of news sources, political knowledge,
recall of information, as well as attitude reinforcement and polarization (Nisbet, Cooper, & Gar-
rett, 2015). The level of polarization appears to be contingent upon the extent of biased process-
ing of information (Taber, Cann, & Kucsova, 2009). Contrary to the common belief that quality
information in the public domain has the potential to bring people together and encourage
prosocial behavior, these studies demonstrate that in a news environment governed by motiv-
ated processing, even exposure to accurate information has the potential to polarize the public
(Hart, Nisbet, & Myers, 2015).
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Further research suggests additional mechanisms mediating the association between select-
ive exposure and affective polarization. These include the perceived opinion climate (e.g.,
Republicans watching Fox News believe that society in general is more conservative and
Democrats watching MSNBC perceive society as more liberal, and these perceptions polarize
the audience via normative influence; Tsfati et al., 2014), and acceptance of frames from
ideological media (conservatives and liberals accept partisan frames from conservative or lib-
eral media, respectively, and these frames polarize opinions; Tsfati & Nir, 2017). Another
possible route is through the activation of partisan identity, with a salient partisan identity
leading to more positive evaluations of the in-group and more negative evaluations of the
outgroup (Garrett et al, 2014). Finally, attitudes may polarize from selective exposure
as a result of the elaboration and retention of ideologically consistent arguments (Dvir-
Gvirsman, 2014). That is, when exposed to partisan media, partisans more thoroughly
process and internalize the like-minded arguments they read or hear, perhaps due to
increased trust in the sources of these arguments.

Despite the fact that the association between ideological media exposure and affective polariza-
tion has enjoyed ample attention and is arguably one of the most important political effects of
news media in the post-broadcast era, some have argued that the association is actually spurious,
stemming from inflated self-reports of ideological news exposure. Prior (2013) demonstrated that
the number of self-reported Fox News or MSNBC viewers is at least three times larger than that
revealed by automatic tracking. He claims that self-reports of ideological exposure are used by
respondents to express their partisan identity, and this is the underlying reason for the association
between exposure and polarization. Studies using observational data, however, at least partly, alle-
viate the concern that the polarization finding merely reflects a measurement error. For example,
Lelkes, Sood, and Iyengar (2017) reported a significant association between internet broadband
availability (an indicator for the availability and consumption of more ideological options) and
polarization; this finding cannot stem from inflated reporting of partisan news exposure.

Beyond polarization, additional consequences of exposure to like-minded ideological media
have been explored. These include increased political participation (Dvir-Gvirsman, Garrett, &
Tsfati, 2018), the Balkanization of knowledge (i.e., each political side learns different political
facts from its media; Jamieson & Cappella, 2008), and emotional responses, in particular anger
(Wojcieszak, Bimber, Feldman, & Stroud, 2016).

The Spread of Social Media

For the vast majority of human history, information has been limited, restricted, and expensive.
Today, most of the Western world has access to virtually unlimited amounts of information, all at
the tips of our fingers. According to some estimates, humans currently create 2.5 quintillion bytes
of new data every day, the equivalent of five trillion 600-page books (Helfand, 2016). In addition,
social media platforms allow people to spread content to online communities that extend far
beyond their daily contacts, and at the same time provide indicators about how popular the con-
tent is (e.g., likes, shares) and how people react to it. The larger volume of information, the fact
that it originates not only from institutionalized media sources, and the fact that different members
of the audience see the same item with different reactions from their friends, all stand in contrast
to the consonance assumption of the “return to powerful media” paradigm.

Researchers have vocally questioned the validity of agenda setting theory, for example, in
a highly diversified and decentralized social media landscape, as compared to the one experienced
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by citizens half a century ago (Tewksbury & Rittenberg, 2012). For instance, a study examining the
interplay between Twitter feeds of the 2012 U.S. presidential primary candidates, Twitter feeds of
the Republican and Democratic parties, and articles published in top newspapers indicated that
news outlets followed, rather than preceded, the political agenda (Conway, Kenski, & Wang, 2015).
Specifically, political Twitter feeds appeared to influence newspaper coverage on six (economy,
employment, energy, foreign policy, healthcare, and taxes) of the seven issues analyzed in the study
(but see Conway-Silva, Filer, Kenski, & Tsetsi, 2018 for traditional effects of newspapers on social
media in the context of the 2016 campaign). Conversely, other studies find traditional agenda set-
ting effects even in today’s bifurcated and information-rich environment. For example, a recent
study found clear evidence for an agenda setting effect on Facebook, with users allocating more
importance to issues that appeared on their newsfeeds, including immigration, climate change, local
crime, and the annexation of Crimea (Feezell, 2018). Similarly, differentiating between three groups
of Twitter actors (representatives of media organizations, political actors, and media users), Harder,
Sevenans, and Van Aelst (2017) demonstrated that actors representing media organizations set the
agenda for both political and other actors on Twitter most of the time.

Scholars have also examined the validity of spiral of silence theory on what others are thinking
in an era of abundant social media information. The first step of the spiral of silence involves the
effect of media on audience perceptions and subsequent inferences about public opinion. Studies
have demonstrated that in the online environment people infer public opinion not only from news
stories (that are shared and discussed on social media) but also from user-generated content, such
as audience comments (Lee, 2012) or popularity indices, such as likes or retweets (Kim, 2018). In
the context of TV news, exemplification research has consistently demonstrated that exemplars
(televised presentations of the perspectives of vivid individuals, such as a woman explaining her
position on camera) are more influential than base-rate information (general information on the
distribution of the opinion in society, such as news presentation of public opinion poll results) in
shaping people’s perceptions regarding the societal distribution of opinion (Brosius & Bathelt,
1994). Recent findings show that indicators such as likes and tweets shape audience perception of
public opinion, implying that some social media indicators are processed as vivid exemplars rather
than as general base-rate information.

The next step in spiral of silence effects involves the association between perceived majority
opinion and opinion expression. Numerous studies observed a negative relationship between
one’s perceived climate of opinion and willingness to speak out on various social media plat-
forms, such as Facebook (e.g., Gearhart & Zhang, 2014). Studies also recorded a spiral of silence
spill-over effect, whereby people who are less willing to discuss controversial topics on social
media were also less likely to discuss them in person (Hampton et al., 2014).

While both agenda setting and spiral of silence emphasize social dynamics that can trigger
political effects on social media, both theories (and other theories of the “return to powerful
media” tradition) share a blind spot, as they under-theorize a central component of social
media: interpersonal influence. The two-step flow model of communication argues that infor-
mation flows from mass media to opinion leaders and from them to a wider public (Katz &
Lazarsfeld, 1955). With the spread of social media, politically sophisticated opinion leaders can
help extend the audience for any given news outlet by spreading information to otherwise
inattentive citizens, helping to offset some of the negative consequences of audience fragmenta-
tion and polarization (Feezell, 2018). This view of opinion leaders as personal hubs for political
information was supported in a recent two-wave study, demonstrating that highly active social
media users are not only aware of their position as influencers but they are trying to actively
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educate and affect their followers (Weeks, Ardévol-Abreu, & Gil de Zuiiiga, 2017). Beyond the
spread of political information, social media opinion leaders can also increase the public’s trust
in news organizations. Indeed, recent results show that opinion leaders’ recommendations
improve levels of trust and make people want to follow more news from endorsed news outlets
(Turcotte, York, Irving, Scholl, & Pingree, 2015). This is important, given that research on the
hostile media phenomenon demonstrates that, in general, people tend to perceive relatively bal-
anced news as hostile to their point of view (Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985).

While these results could have important implications for news media and democracy, at
this point the paucity of empirical evidence regarding the effects of social media opinion leaders
warrants some caution. Indeed, either online or offline, opinion leaders are only as good as the
information they share; hence, more dystopian scenarios of misinformation spread and cynicism
toward mainstream media should not be discounted.

The Spread of Misinformation

Misinformation produced by political actors to arm their agendas and the rise of “fake news”
disguised as serious journalism and sometimes reported as actual news by mainstream sources
(Bennett & Livingstone, 2018; Pickard, 2017) pose new challenges to democracies and news outlets.
According to Allcott and Gentzkow (2017), several factors contributed to a reality where false infor-
mation gets disseminated frequently, including the fact that entry barriers to the media industry are
gradually dropping, the financial incentives on clicks in the online news economy, reliance on direc-
tional motivations (i.e., those aimed at reaching the conclusion that suits one’s political preference)
that underlie news seeking, the limited repercussions for non-institutional actors for knowingly
reporting false stories, and the erosion of trust in traditional media. Remarkably, according to some
reports (e.g., Silverman, 2016), during the weeks leading to the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, the
most popular “fake news” stories were circulated more often compared to the most popular “real
news” stories, with large proportions of the readers of the former reporting that they believed the
false information (Silverman & Singer-Vine, 2016).

Unlike other media effects presented in this chapter, this subsection does not deal with the
ability of news media to shape or reinforce public perceptions but rather to attenuate the influ-
ence of incorrect information. The two most common approaches undertaken by news outlets
to correct political misinformation are ad watches and fact-checking.

Ad watches

Ad watches are attempts by news media to analyze candidates’ television ads as a regular feature
of election campaign coverage and, in particular, to monitor their veracity and correct mislead-
ing statements. The first few studies that assessed the efficacy of ad watches have reached the
surprising conclusion that the critical scrutiny provided by journalists often results in bolstering
the credibility of the attacking party, ultimately reinforcing the messages of the negative ad
(Pfau & Louden, 1994). This boomerang effect was attributed to two factors. First, by simply
negating an incorrect statement, news anchors lead people to easily remember the core of the
sentence and, over time, forget the negation (Nyhan & Reifler, 2012). Second, repeating the
false statements verbatim increases the level of familiarity with the claims, which is later used as
a heuristic to infer the accuracy of the statements (Schwarz, 2015). Notwithstanding this,
scholars have demonstrated that when produced in a way that minimizes exposure to the



44 « Yariv Tsfati and Nathan Walter

criticized ad while maximizing exposure to the journalistic correction, ad watches do not
increase the favorability of the attacking ad (Cappella & Jamieson, 1994).

Recently, scholars examined the role played by ad watches in eight U.S. Senate races (Meirick
et al., 2018). The number of ad watches in a race overall and the number of ad watches that
explicitly criticized campaign ads were positively related with the level of accuracy of political
ads. Though this result can be interpreted as simply suggesting that more negative campaigns
warrant more scrutiny from the media, coverage of ad watches was not related to ad tone or to
the number of negative ads in a race. Reading these results optimistically, one can argue that,
on an aggregate level, criticizing false claims is healthy for democracy.

Fact-Checking

One of the most popular innovations in journalistic practices in recent years has been fact-
checking, aimed at evaluating the accuracy of claims made by politicians and correcting them.
The use of fact-checking has increased by more than 900% since 2001 in newspapers and by
more than 2,000% in broadcast media (Amazeen, 2013).

Though nonpartisan fact-checkers have gained prominence, only limited empirical evidence
supports their presumed effects. For instance, Thorson (2016) demonstrated that negative polit-
ical information continues to shape beliefs even after the information has been discredited with
an objective fact-checker. Beyond effects on beliefs and attitudes, studies also examined how
partisanship shapes patterns of sharing and commenting on candidates’ fact-checker rulings.
During the 2012 U.S. presidential election, people tended to selectively share fact-checking
information that celebrated their preferred candidate and denigrated the opposing party’s candi-
date (Shin & Thorson, 2017).

In addition to partisanship, researchers have proposed that political knowledge and tolerance
for negative campaigning can moderate the influence of fact-checking. For instance, Fridkin,
Kenney, and Wintersieck (2015) found that fact-checks positively affected people’s assessments
of the accuracy, usefulness, and tone of negative political ads, with stronger effects being
recorded for sophisticated citizens and individuals with low tolerance for negative campaigning.
Another important characteristic of fact-checkers that could make them more engaging and
easier to understand is the inclusion of visual truth scales (e.g., Truth-O-Meter). While there is
some evidence to suggest that video formats of fact-checking are more effective than equivalent
print versions (Young, Jamieson, Poulsen, & Goldring, 2018), contrary to common belief, the
inclusion of visual elements that complement the fact-checkers’ conclusions, such as a color
system, do not substantially change people’s beliefs. One possible explanation echoes the persua-
sion literature regarding the elaboration likelihood model: It seems that for lowly involved indi-
viduals, truth scales serve as a heuristic cue that helps to infer the veracity of the judged claims,
whereas for highly involved individuals, the truth scale has little impact (Amazeen, Thorson,
Muddiman, & Graves, 2018).

The Rise of Political Entertainment

When analyzing the larger universe of news, the growing popularity of political entertainment
or political satire is inescapable. While the explicit intention of shows like Late Night with Seth
Meyers and Full Frontal with Samantha Bee may be to entertain rather than serve as an alterna-
tive to news programs, it seems that these non-news outlets can still generate political effects
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that were traditionally associated with hard news (Holbert, Garrett, & Gleason, 2010). These
statements are supported by recent surveys, demonstrating that U.S. adults were roughly as
likely to learn about the 2016 presidential election from late night comedy shows (25%) as from
national print newspapers (23%) and local print newspapers (29%) (Pew Research Center,
2016a). When focusing on Democratic millennials these numbers jump to around 47% (Pew
Research Center, 2016b).

Holbert (2005) defined political satire programs as outlets devoted to the presentation of pol-
itical humor and comedic social commentary. These entertainment venues use predominantly
implied political messages (by the very nature of their humor) and audience members play an
active role in determining the true meaning of the statements and anecdotes being offered to
them. This interpretational vagueness is part of the reason why young people prefer political
satire, as they see it as unbiased, fun, and contextualizing (Young, 2013). At least among
younger audiences, exposure to political humor is associated with increased knowledge gains, as
well as trust in government and political efficacy (Feldman, 2013). Yet, a closer look at the lit-
erature of political humor reveals a much more complicated reality, where the success of
a given humorous message appears to be contingent on numerous factors. In fact, a recent
meta-analysis that summarized the effects of 21 studies that examined the use of humor found
no evidence of direct effects on political attitudes (Walter, Cody, Xu, & Murphy, 2018).

One of the potential explanations for the limited effects of political satire harkens back to
selective processing and the idea that satire tends to be open to interpretation. In a seminal
study, Vidmar and Rokeach (1974) offered some evidence for this argument when they analyzed
how viewers understood the then-popular CBS sitcom All in the Family. Their evidence demon-
strated that bigoted viewers identified with Archie Bunker (a working-class chauvinistic and
conservative bigot) and saw nothing wrong with his use of racial and ethnic slurs, whereas lib-
eral viewers identified with his well-educated and progressive son-in-law Mike (nicknamed
“Meathead”). More recently, these results were replicated in the context of another popular
show, The Colbert Report, with conservatives being more likely to think that the host (the liberal
Stephan Colbert who portrayed a caricature of a conservative political pundit) was really against
liberalism (LaMarre, Landreville, & Beam, 2009).

Conclusions

Some of the core assumptions underlying theories of the “return to the powerful media” tradition
(such as agenda setting, priming, and the spiral of silence) now seem outdated. Technological
changes and economic realities no longer allow us to assume messages are homogeneous across
platforms, and in this environment audiences use a richer media menu to avoid politics
altogether, to select ideologically congruent political information, or to limit their encounters with
the political realm. Despite this changing environment, many of the individual-level predictions of
previous theories seem to remain accurate, albeit with very different macro-level implications.
Whereas in the era of mass media, “the media” told us what to think about (as predicted by
agenda setting theory), what others are thinking (as predicted by the spiral of silence), or how to
think about political issues (as predicted by framing effects), nowadays each encounter with polit-
ical news, in its various shapes and formats, may still result in similar individual-level effects.
However, given the plenitude and diversity of messages and platforms, society no longer has
a shared set of important problems, opinion climate perceptions, and homogeneous interpret-
ations of current events.
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Many challenges remain for scholars interested in the effects of political communication in
the future. First, we should reconceptualize the news with a focus on a larger universe of con-
tent and media that includes political comedy, user-generated comments, reactions, and
memes. Second, we should better conceptualize and operationalize the notion of audience
exposure in the online environment. While online media bring with them automated options
for tracking of exposure, the possibilities for incidental exposure have also diversified, and this,
together with second and third-screen exposure, makes measurement much more complex.
Third, a much broader array of dependent variables should be considered as the outcome of
news exposure, and the associations between these outcomes and immediate reactions such as
likes or retweets should be further explored. Finally, before substituting old questions and the-
ories for a new set of frameworks, we can pause to think whether existing theories can shed
light on new challenges and opportunities. As the present chapter demonstrated, many scholars
have invested efforts in such endeavors but many questions still remain as a challenge for the
future.
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News Framing Theory and Research

David Tewksbury and Dietram A. Scheufele

Artists know that the frame placed around a painting can affect how viewers interpret and react to
the painting itself. As a result, some artists take great care in how they present their work, choosing
a frame that they hope will help audiences see the image in just the right way. Journalists—often sub-
consciously—engage in essentially the same process when they decide how to describe the political
world. They choose images and words that have the power to influence how audiences interpret and
evaluate issues and policies. The simplicity of this analogy belies the complexity of the processes and
effects of framing in the news, however. Framing in the field of communication has been character-
ized by equal degrees of conceptual obliqueness and operational inconsistency (Scheufele & Tewks-
bury, 2007). Part of this vagueness at different levels stems from the fact that framing researchers
have often approached the theory very inductively and examined framing as a phenomenon without
careful explication of theoretical premises and their operational implications.

This chapter provides an overview of framing research in three steps. In the first we examine
the theoretical foundations of framing in psychology, economics, sociology, and communica-
tion. Based on this theoretical framework, we explicate the cognitive processes and mechanisms
that explain framing effects. In this section, we also distinguish framing effects from other
models of media effects. Finally, we outline agendas for future research in this area and discuss
unresolved issues in framing research.

Theoretical Foundations of Framing

Framing theory has its roots in a number of disciplinary traditions, and different scholars have
defined framing as a concept at different levels of analysis (Scheufele, 1999). In particular, the
various approaches to framing can be distinguished along at least two distinct dimensions: dis-
ciplinary origins (psychological vs sociological approaches) and explanatory models (applicability
models vs other effects models).

Disciplinary Origins

The disciplinary origins of framing are often traced to macro-level or sociological approaches,
and to more micro-level or psychological approaches.

51
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Sociological Roots

Macro-level or “sociological” approaches to framing, as Pan and Kosicki (1993) call them, draw
heavily from assumptions outlined in attribution theory (Heider, 1959) and frame analysis
(Goffman, 1974). Heider’s experimental work (1959) shows that human beings process complex
information in their everyday lives by reducing social perception to judgments about causal
attribution. A vast majority of research participants who were shown movies with abstract
movements of geometrical shapes, for instance, interpreted these movements as actions of
human beings with particular underlying motivations (Heider & Simmel, 1944). Heider (1959)
defines attribution as the perceived link between an observed behavior and a potential cause.
Responsibility for observed actions can be attributed to personal factors or to societal or envir-
onmental factors. This distinction between contextual and individual attributions of responsibil-
ity is mirrored in Iyengar’s (1991) work on episodic and thematic political news framing and
attributions of responsibility.

A separate but related intellectual tradition underlying sociological approaches to framing is
Goffman’s (1974) work on frames of reference. Rather than simple attributions of causality,
individuals rely on broader interpretive schemas called “primary frameworks” (Goftman, 1974,
p. 24). These primary frameworks are often described as relatively stable socially shared cat-
egory systems that human beings use to classify new information. In this sense, they are similar
to the notion of “radical categories” and related constructs in cognitive linguistics (e.g., Lakoff,
1996).

The relevance of primary frameworks for communication research is two-fold. First, primary
frameworks are socially constructed category systems that serve as important tools for informa-
tion processing among citizens. Second, societal and media discourse is often tailored toward
specific primary frameworks in order to influence audience interpretations. Or as Edelman
(1993) puts it: “The social world is ... a kaleidoscope of potential realities, any of which can be
readily evoked by altering the way in which observations are framed and categorized” (p. 232).

Psychological Roots

The psychological roots of framing are summarized in work on “frames of reference” (Sherif,
1967) and prospect theory (Kahneman, 2003; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, 1984). In his experi-
mental work, Sherif (1967) shows that all individual judgments and perceptions occur within
certain frames of reference. Therefore, it is possible “to set up situations in which appraisal or
evaluation of a social situation will be reflected in the perceptions and judgments of the individ-
ual” (Sherif, 1967, p. 382).

Kahneman and Tversky’s Nobel Prize winning work (1979, 1984) expands on this idea
and claims that all “perception is reference-dependent” (Kahneman, 2003, p. 459). The idea
of reference dependency assumes that a given piece of information will be interpreted differ-
ently, depending on which interpretive schema an individual applies. More importantly,
however, different interpretive schemas can be invoked by framing a message in different
ways (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). For example, “an ambiguous stimulus that is perceived
as a letter in a context of letters is seen as a number in a context of numbers” (Kahneman,
2003, p. 455). Kahneman’s experimental work focuses primarily on the impact of framing
on economic and risk-related choices, but the implications for communication research are
obvious.
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Explanatory Models: Framing as an Applicability Process

Regardless of its theoretical underpinnings, framing research argues that news frames function
to suggest how audiences can interpret an issue or event. In fact, news frames can exert
a relatively substantial influence on citizens’ beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. Therefore, it is not
surprising that they appear to be related to other consequential processes in news consumption
and processing. Three other processes and effects bear at least passing resemblance to framing
effects and very likely occur in parallel to framing. Distinguishing them from one another will
illustrate what is unique about framing.

Information Effects

News stories about political issues and events contain both information and frames. One ques-
tion researchers have faced is how they distinguish between these two story elements and their
effects. When Gamson and Modigliani (1987) discussed the framing process, they described
packages that elites and media use to characterize an issue. These packages are comprised of
arguments, information, symbols, metaphors, and images (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987). Pre-
sumably, packages can affect how people understand, interpret, and react to a problem or issue.
At their core, issue packages have a frame, “a central organizing idea or story line that provides
meaning to an unfolding strip of events” (1987, p. 143). Another element of a package is the
information it provides about an issue. This may be detail about the people affected by
a problem, its costs, implications, and so on. This information can affect audience members’
beliefs about the issue and its treatment. A frame is what unifies information and other linguis-
tic elements into a package that can influence audiences.

This description suggests that frames are the devices that build the associations between con-
cepts; information in a news story can cement the link, but it relies on a frame to build the associ-
ations. If an issue and its frame are relatively novel to an audience reading an article, the presence
of information (e.g., facts, figures, images) about the issue can serve to form the basis for the link
the frame represents. However, if audiences already have the frame available to them, the mere
presentation of a frame in a news story can exert an effect. Indeed, both the cultural approach to
framing and common sense suggest that a frame effect is not due only to the associations that are
explicitly introduced in some news account. Rather, a very effective frame needs no supporting
arguments to give it meaning within some text. Frame effects can rely upon culture-based mean-
ings, norms, and values. Simon and Jerit (2007) showed this efficiently in an experiment in which
news articles about an abortion procedure used the word fetus or baby to describe the object of the
procedure. There were no other differences between the articles. Not surprisingly—given American
cultural norms regarding these words—audiences who read the “baby” article expressed signifi-
cantly more support for regulating the procedure than did readers who read the article that used
“fetus” (Simon & Jerit, 2007). Thus, it is possible in some situations for a single word to affect
audience cognitions and attitudes about a complex issue.

In sum, information effects result from a process in which people acquire beliefs and impres-
sions of an issue and its context. A framing effect occurs when a phrase, image, or statement
links issues to particular beliefs that carry with them concepts for interpreting the origins,
implications, and treatment of the issue. It is very likely that news stories frequently have both
framing and information effects, but a story could presumably have one effect and not the
other, as the Simon and Jerit (2007) study illustrates.
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Persuasion Effects

On the surface, framing contains many elements that characterize basic persuasion processes
(Hovland, Janis, & Kelly, 1953). Both concern the presentation of content that can influence
attitudes in a predictable direction. What is more, framing research has examined the moderat-
ing effect of source credibility (Druckman, 2001a), a standard concern in persuasion research.
To be sure, framing effects research and a host of other experimental studies of message effects
owe a basic debt to the persuasion studies of the World War II era. However, a number of
elements distinguish these effects (see, e.g., Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997).

The first is the basic process each domain describes. Persuasion studies usually involve the
presentation of intentionally persuasive content to audiences presumably aware of that intent.
Frames in the news can take the form of journalists’ descriptions of people and other political
objects, their choice of event elements to include in the news, words used to name an issue,
and more. The framing literature suggests that audiences of news frames often are not aware of
the presence of frames and the influence they can wield (e.g., Tewksbury, Jones, Peske, Ray-
mond, & Vig, 2000). As a result, the message processing that persuasion and frame audiences
are undergoing is likely very different.

Of perhaps equal importance is the fact that persuasion and framing effect studies are typic-
ally concerned with different outcomes. The approaches share an interest in cognitive responses
as a dependent variable. However, cognitive responses that reveal audience issue interpretation
is a primary effect of framing (e.g., Riles, Sangalang, Hurley, & Tewksbury, 2015) whereas per-
suasion research is typically concerned with responses as an indication of acceptance of
a message. Much like information effects, persuasion effects are visible in what people know or
believe about an issue (Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997). Framing effects are perhaps most vis-
ible in what people think is important about an issue or relevant to understanding it. Indeed,
perhaps the most important distinction between the two processes lies in the fact that framing
effects are not typically defined as attitude effects but as interpretation effects (e.g., Tewksbury
et al., 2000).

Agenda Setting Effects

Framing effects may superficially resemble agenda setting effects, a relationship that has gar-
nered some attention (e.g., McCombs, 2014; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Agenda setting is
the process by which audience exposure to news about an issue raises its accessibility (Price &
Tewksbury, 1997). When people consider the issues that face a country, they may recall prob-
lems that have received attention in the news. Issues that have received the most attention may
be perceived to be the most important, all else being equal (e.g., McCombs & Shaw, 1972).
A number of studies has suggested that framing effects can be thought of as a second-step of
agenda setting, after effects on perceived issue importance (McCombs, 2014). That is, the
agenda setting model has been used to describe how news messages affect perceptions of both
the importance of an issue and how the issue can be understood. As a result of this line of
research, there is some disagreement about whether agenda setting and framing represent dis-
tinct processes (Scheufele, 2000). The resolution of this disagreement may be possible by a look
at the basic psychological processes behind these effects.

Price and Tewksbury (1997) and Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley (1997) suggest that the pri-
mary effect of a frame is to render specific information, images, or ideas applicable to an issue.
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The basis of a psychological difference between agenda setting and framing, therefore, lies
in the accessibility/applicability distinction. Brewer, Graf, and Willnat (2003) demonstrated
that information primes that merely raised the accessibility of potentially relevant concepts
failed to prompt audiences to use those considerations in their judgments. Rather, frame-
suggested links between issues and concepts seemed to exert substantial influence on audi-
ence members. This result supports the primacy of applicability in understanding framing
effects.

Perhaps ironically, the best way to conceive of the difference between framing and agenda
setting is to recognize that accessibility and applicability go hand-in-hand in everyday informa-
tion processing. Fundamental to basic priming effects models in psychology research (e.g., Hig-
gins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977) is a very explicit link between applicability and accessibility
(Higgins, 1996). All else being equal, the accessibility of a construct is positively associated with
the likelihood that it will be used to interpret some political issue. Likewise, the more applicable
a construct is to an issue, the more likely people are to use it when thinking about the issue.
Naturally, then, a construct that is both accessible and applicable is all that much more likely to
be used (whether the relationship between these two processes is additive or interactive in this
situation is unclear). In practice, priming effects in the laboratory are found for constructs that
are both applicable and accessible, but the empirical emphasis is on contextual prompts that
increase concept accessibility.

How the field classifies the framing process should influence how researchers conceptualize
the conditions under which frames have their effect. A consideration of frames as creating pri-
marily applicability effects emphasizes focusing scholarly attention on how links between con-
cepts and interpretations are presented to audiences. That is, an applicability interpretation
should encourage researchers to look at how news content builds the strength of the connection
of descriptors and considerations with an issue or policy. The more powerful the arguments for
the links, the stronger the framing effects should be, ceteris paribus (Chong & Druckman,
2007). An accessibility emphasis, on the other hand, could suggest that researchers should look
for repetitions of associations between concepts and issues as the chief cause of framing effects
(e.g., Kim, Scheufele, & Shanahan, 2002). These two approaches suggest differences in both the
characteristics of news that should be the cause of effects and the operation of studies designed
to test framing effects.

In summary, perhaps the best way to consider the relationship between information, persua-
sion, agenda setting, and framing effects is to observe that all four effects can result from expos-
ure to a news message. They are distinct processes and very likely operate in tandem, together
determining the ultimate outcome of exposure to the news (Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997).
The distinctions between them are worth recognizing and exploring, of course. Too often,
research in one tradition ignores parallel traditions. We would learn more about the impact of
a message or class of messages if we were to examine multiple processes simultaneously.

Framing in Communication Research

Framing research can be broadly categorized into two groups: studies of framing as the dependent
variable, and studies of framing as the independent variable. The former group usually deals with
“frame building,” that is, the question of how frames get established in societal discourse and how
different frames compete for adoption by societal elites and journalists. The latter group is mostly
concerned with “frame setting,” that is, framing effects on audiences (Scheufele, 1999).
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Frame Building

Frame building deals with the creation and social negotiation of frames in at least three related
areas: journalistic norms, political actors, and cultural contexts. Work in this area is often based
on sociological foundations of framing research (e.g., Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, 1989) and
assumes that media frames might help set the terms of the debate among citizens as part of
a “frame contest.” In such a contest, one interpretative package might gain influence because it
resonates with popular culture or a series of events, fits with media routines or practices, and/or
is heavily sponsored by elites (Scheufele & Nisbet, 2007).

Practices of News Production

Previous research on news production and selection suggests at least five aspects of news
work that could potentially influence how journalists frame a given issue: larger societal
norms and values, organizational pressures and constraints, external pressures from interest
groups and other policy-makers, professional routines, and ideological or political orientations
of journalists (e.g., Shoemaker & Reese, 2013). Different studies have examined subsets of
these five influences on frame building. Some have argued that the way news is framed in
mass media is a result of social and professional routines of journalists (van Dijk, 1985),
“driven by ideology and prejudice” (Edelman, 1993, p. 232), or shaped by an interaction
of journalists’ norms and practices and of the influence of interest groups (Gamson &
Modigliani, 1987).

Political and Corporate Actors

The second potential influence on frame building comes from elites, including interest groups,
government bureaucracies, and other political or corporate actors (Scheufele, 1999). All of these
groups routinely engage in frame building efforts (e.g., Gamson & Modigliani, 1987; Hénggli,
2012; Nisbet, Brossard, & Kroepsch, 2003; Nisbet & Huge, 2006). Empirical evidence on the
link between elite communication and the way issues are framed in mass media, however, is
inconsistent at best.

Edelman (1993), for instance, argues that “authorities and pressure groups categorize beliefs
in a way that marshals support and opposition to their interests” (p. 51). In fact, political cam-
paigns are spending more resources on message testing and delivery in order to control how
messages are framed in news media (e.g., Luntz, 2007). These efforts are consistent with Ben-
nett’s (1990) Indexing Hypothesis, which states that “mass media professionals ... tend to
‘index’ the range of voices and viewpoints in both news and editorials according to the range of
views expressed in mainstream government debate about a given topic” (p. 106). More recent
analyses suggest that media coverage of candidates in presidential primaries, for instance, differs
from how candidates frame their issue stances in press releases, and that candidates are only
moderately successful in getting their frames across in election coverage (Miller et al., 1998).
Subsequent research, however, showed much stronger influences of the rhetoric offered by vari-
ous interest groups (Andsager, 2000) or policy players (Nisbet et al.,, 2003) on the ways journal-
ists framed issues. These influences seem to be strongest for issues where journalists and others
in the policy arena can find shared narratives around which to construct issue frames (e.g.,
Nisbet et al., 2003).
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Cultural Contexts

As outlined earlier in this chapter, some of the earliest discussions of frames in communication
settings (e.g., Goffman, 1974) assume that the meaning of a frame has implicit cultural roots.
What a frame implies for the understanding of some event or issue is therefore not simply com-
municated in a news message. Rather, a frame makes reference to something resident in the
surrounding culture, and the presence of the frame essentially invites audiences to apply the
information and meanings within which the culture has imbued the frame. This context
dependency of frames has been described as “cultural resonance” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989)
or “narrative fidelity” (Snow & Benford, 1988).

Van Gorp (2007, p. 62) suggests that there is a “cultural stock of frames” available to
a communicator and that this stock is both large and confining. On the one hand, there are
many frames available in a culture, but on the other hand, building communication efforts
around a concept without commonly shared cultural roots is unlikely to produce an effective
frame. This culture-specific perspective suggests that the shared nature and cultural familiarity
of most frames also means that their impact can go unnoticed (van Gorp, 2007). Journalists, by
definition, are working within the culture of their society and will therefore rely unconsciously
on commonly shared frames. As we outlined earlier, however, other players in the policy arena
will likely make a very conscious effort to tailor their messages to the background culture in
their attempts to create successful frames. The degree to which a frame resonates with the sur-
rounding culture, Gamson and Modigliani (1989) argue, can also “facilitate the work of [frame]
sponsors by tuning the ears of journalists to its symbolism. They add prominence ... by ampli-
fying the effects of sponsor activities and media practices” (p. 6).

Metaphors, Similes, and Analogies

The importance of contexts suggests that frames that tap into culturally resonant concepts can
act as powerful framing tools for both journalists and issue advocates. Figurative language such
as metaphors, similes, and analogies can provide both linguistic and conceptual elements to
frames (Burgers, Konjin, & Steen, 2016). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) wrote, “metaphors create
realities for us, especially social realities. A metaphor may thus be a guide for future action” (p.
156). Consequently, figurative language can summarize background concepts applicable to an
issue and suggest new ways audiences can think about it. Most important for the study of news
framing, figurative language can influence audience interpretations of an issue without explicitly
presenting new information and arguments concerning the issue. That is, such frames influence
applicability without creating information effects.

However, metaphors can be an unwieldy tool (Hellsten, 2000). Any given metaphor can sug-
gest different implications for different people and contexts. This is particularly likely for meta-
phors that have a rich background and for objects that are relatively abstract or ambiguous.
Hellsten (2003) showed, for example, that policy advocates and news organizations describing
genetically modified food have used the metaphor “Frankenfood” as one frame for a GMO’s
origins and implications. More specifically, Hellsten found that news organizations use language
that is consistent with the Frankenfood metaphor such that they can evoke it by merely using
language related to the metaphor; they do not need to explicitly use the term. Presumably,
a reference to Frankenfood can prompt audience members to think about considerations such
as the artificiality of genetically modified foods, the unpredictable nature of the outcomes of
genetic engineering, and the like.
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Frame Setting

When media effects theorists conceptualize the potential outcome of the production and exhibition
of news content, they typically consider both the macro-level and micro-level effects of that content.
On the micro-level, theories of effects are used to predict and explain how individuals can be influ-
enced by exposure to a message. Most theorizing about framing effects occurs on this level. As we
argued earlier, frame setting can best be considered an applicability effect. The most widely cited
description, penned by Entman (1993), states that frames, “promote a particular problem definition,
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described”
(p- 52). The most effective frames are those that build associative connections between an issue and
particular considerations relevant to its definition, causes, implications, and treatment. Not all
frames are so powerful, of course. These four outcomes are rarely identified separately in research,
and most attention is given to the definition and treatment linkages.

Following the focus of most of the research on framing and frame effects, our discussion of
frame setting will examine the individual level cognitive and affective outcomes of frame expos-
ure. Analyses of frame effects are rooted in a set of assumptions about how applicability pro-
cesses operate, the individual-level locus of frame effects, and the nature of audience exposure
to media messages. These assumptions will be discussed, with attention given to the implica-
tions of each for understanding frame effects.

Applicability Effects

Research in applicability effects has focused on either the introduction of links between issues and
their meanings or the reinforcement of those links. We consider each of these processes, in turn.
Frame setting can occur when both an issue and the considerations relevant to it can be intro-
duced together in the body of a news account. This may occur for news about some emerging
issue or a sudden event. For example, Tewksbury and colleagues (Tewksbury et al., 2000) intro-
duced a local policy issue that had received only limited news coverage and manipulated the con-
siderations most relevant for understanding it. Holding the news content constant but altering the
headline and lead emphasis of news articles affected how news readers understood the issue. It
stands to reason that news accounts addressing a novel issue should be particularly powerful for
audiences. If audiences lack (as we would expect with a novel issue) a set of linkages between an
issue and diverse or countervailing considerations, news framing should strongly determine how
audiences understand the issue. Indeed, Tewksbury et al. (2000) observed that different story ver-
sions substantially affected audience interpretations of a novel issue immediately after exposure to
them, and the effect persisted when measured again three weeks later.

Frames may also create linkages between very familiar issues and existing beliefs, values, and atti-
tudes (e.g., Brewer & Gross, 2005; Domke, McCoy, & Torres, 1999). In this case, the frame suggests
novel issue interpretations. In one such instance, Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley (1997) tested the
effects of news stories about a rally by the Ku Klux Klan. Different news stories linked the group
alternately to considerations about free speech and public order, both very familiar concepts. People
exposed to the free speech frame exhibited substantially more tolerance toward the Klan’s speeches
and rallies. Similarly, Terkildsen and Schnell (1997) reported that news accounts of women’s rights
issues framed in terms of economic versus political equality affected male news readers’ endorse-
ment of feminist values (the economic frame lowered support for feminist values).

Framing effects researchers have identified limits to the extent to which frames can directly
build issue-interpretation links. For one, the evidence suggests that the extent to which frames
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tap into audience members’ existing beliefs and impressions will help shape their effect (Rhee,
1997). For example, Shen (2004) reported that news frames appear most powerful when they
activate existing constructs. Prior to exposure to news stories that depicted stem cell research
and oil drilling in Alaska in economic or environmental terms, Shen (2004) measured the
extent to which participants held schemas (structures of beliefs and attitudes) for economic and
environmental considerations. The results showed that audiences will accept novel constructs
made applicable to an issue, but they are significantly more likely to use a frame when they
have existing schemas for the constructs that a frame suggests are applicable.

There is an important caveat to this process, of course. When a frame invites people to
apply their existing schemas to an issue, the implication of that application depends, in part, on
what is in the schema. As a general rule of thumb, the more the receivers know about politics,
the more effective frames are (e.g., Druckman & Nelson, 2003). However, a frame producer
(e.g., a journalist or an issue advocate) may not be able to predict whether audiences’ existing
knowledge or values will encourage the interpretation that they intended when they constructed
the frame (Brewer, 2002). For example, Boyle et al. (2006) found that how people reacted to
depictions of a political activist group was a partial function of how they felt about the group
prior to reading a news account. Thus, it is not always possible to estimate the effects of
a frame based purely on the linkages suggested in a news account.

Level of Effects

The applicability approach carries with it an assumption that the primary locus of interest to
researchers and practitioners is the network of associations people have regarding issues. This
hardly describes the range of research that has examined the effects of frames in the news, how-
ever. For many researchers, formation or changes to associative links between concepts is
a mediating step on the way to some other effect. Attitude formation or change—commonly
studied outcomes of frame setting—is a most obvious next step. In an example of this research,
Brewer (2002) demonstrated that exposure to frames can influence how people justify their atti-
tude reports. Some researchers have taken the process a step further by looking at the potential
influence of frames on receivers’ behaviors (Borah, 2014).

Some studies of framing effects have focused on psychological processes other than applic-
ability. One early discussion of framing effects examined the impact of news depictions of an
issue on attributions of responsibility for problems (Iyengar, 1991). Iyengar suggested that news
about social problems can influence attributions of causal and treatment responsibility. These
attributions mediate the effect of frames on attitudinal outcomes (Springer & Harwood, 2015).
Other research has looked at the effects of frames on receivers’ evaluative processing style
(Shah, Domke, & Wackman, 1996) and the complexity of audience members’ thoughts about
issues (Shah, Kwak, Schmierbach, & Zubric, 2004).

Framing effects research has opened a number of doors to thinking about the not-so-
powerful but still consequential effects of the news media. However, the variety of dependent
variables that has been studied may raise concerns about the validity of measurement. It is pos-
sible that researchers are using measures that are intended to tap different concepts but are all
measuring a core phenomenon. For example, applicability effects are frequently studied by gath-
ering and analyzing open-ended responses to questions about the news article (e.g., Riles et al.,
2015), the relevant issue (e.g., Shen, 2004), or attitudes about the issue (e.g., Brewer, 2002). One
can look at these targets of audience thought as distinct, but it seems likely that they are
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strongly related to one another and might, in practice, all tap a basic set of considerations.
A similar tale can be told for the relationship between attitudes toward an object (e.g., a policy
proposal) and intentions to act toward it (expressing support for the policy). Attitude theory
suggests that these are distinct phenomena (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), but researchers must take
great care at the level of operationalization to ensure that they are measured accurately.

Nature of Exposure to Frames

How researchers talk about the frame setting process is substantially affected by how they
assume audiences are exposed to frames. On an operational level, most studies of frame effects
are set in contexts in which audiences are exposed to a news account of an issue. In these
experiments, participants read print stories (and occasionally view televised stories; e.g., Nelson,
Clawson, & Oxley, 1997) about an issue framed in a specific way. Immediately after this expos-
ure, typically, participants have reported their interpretations, beliefs, and/or attitudes vis-a-vis
the issue (this is not always the case, naturally; for a good counterexample, see Rhee, 1997).
Most studies, therefore, are designed to measure the immediate effects of exposure to news stor-
ies. As such, these studies are not measuring long-term memory effects and, indeed, closely
resemble studies of priming effects. A priming study may feature a manipulation of some con-
struct and then measure whether audiences exposed to the construct use it to interpret
a person, event, or issue (Roskos-Ewoldsen, Roskos-Ewoldsen, & Dillman Carpentier, 2002).
The operational resemblance between such priming studies and many frame setting studies may
be affecting how researchers understand the latter phenomenon.

Persistence of Framing Effects

Researchers are paying attention to the question of the durability of frame setting (e.g., Matthes
& Schemer, 2012). Baden and Lecheler (2012) developed a model of frame setting that incorp-
orates news frame information, applicability, and accessibility effects. They argue that a news
frame exerts a longer-term influence when it suggests relatively novel information and applic-
ability relations. Audience members who have enough knowledge to be able to process and
integrate new information and applicability beliefs—but not so much knowledge that the frame
suggests no novel concepts—are those most likely to experience lasting frame-setting.
A subsequent study of the effects of repetitive frame exposure across time supports this inter-
pretation (Lecheler, Keer, Schuck, & Hanggli, 2015).

Directions for Future Research

Research on framing during the last 30 years has tried to clarify the concept, its underlying
mechanisms, and the contingencies under which framing works best. The sheer amount of
research, however, has also raised new questions that have yet to be answered.

Types of Frames

The first question relates to the idea of specific sets of frames or interpretive schemas in various
cultures (Scheufele & Nisbet, 2007). Previous research has conceptualized framing along very
distinctive dimensions, examining the effects of these very specific frames on audience reactions.
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This includes sets of frames, such as gains vs. loss (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), episodic vs.
thematic (Iyengar, 1991), strategy vs. issue (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), or human interest,
conflict, and economic consequence (Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997).

By taking this inductive approach, previous research has often identified unique sets of
frames with each new study and paid significantly less attention to identifying what some
scholars have called master frames (Snow & Benford, 1992) or more enduring cultural themes
(Gamson & Modigliani, 1989), that is, sets of frames that could potentially be applicable across
issues. As a result, communication researchers continue to have a limited understanding of the
more generic sets of frames that can trigger certain underlying interpretive schemas among
audiences and therefore lead to various behavioral or cognitive outcomes.

Researchers have begun to criticize this somewhat short-sighted tendency for frame reduc-
tionism (Scheufele, 2004) and have called for a more systematic effort to identify stable, consist-
ent sets of schemas or frames (Scheufele & Nisbet, 2007). As Reese (2007) noted,

highlighting simple description of media frames is tempting, and a frequent approach given
the easy availability of media texts, but this risks reifying them—Ilocking them in place, as
though they were not part of a larger conversation, serving particular interests, and undergo-
ing changes over time.

(p. 149)

This issue will be discussed further below.

Framing as a Multi-Level Problem: Internal vs. External Validity

The second issue that previous empirical research has left unanswered is the issue of framing as
a multi-level problem. The different disciplinary traditions of the field outlined earlier also
helped shape somewhat separate strands of research in the field of communication. They can be
categorized, based on the types of manipulations each study is concerned with (see Table 4.1).
Table 4.1 classifies studies on framing effects in communication into four separate cells,
based on the type of framing they examine empirically. Most research continues to approach
frames in a very broad sense, that is, using messages that confound framing effects with infor-
mation effects (Cacciatore, Scheufele, & Iyengar, 2016). This makes some sense, given that

Table 4.1 Internal and External Validity of Framing Research: Confounds of Frame and Content

Informational Content Manipulation

Yes No
Frame News stories in the “real world”; high ~ “Pure” framing manipulation with
Manipulation Yes external validity; limited internal informational content held constant;
validity due to frame/content limited external validity; high
confounds internal validity
“Pure” informational content No informational content or framing
No manipulation without frames; limited  effects (e.g., agenda setting)

external validity; high internal validity
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differences in framing in “real world” journalism usually go hand-in-hand with content differ-
ences. On the other hand, using these more externally valid messages also limits the ability of
these studies to isolate framing effects that are uncontaminated by information effects, and
many of the behavioral and attitudinal outcomes measured by previous research are likely
a function of both frame and content.

These studies are distinctively different from research that examines pure information or
pure framing effects. An example for the former would be a study on media coverage of stem
cell research that compares stories on the scientific processes behind the research with stories
about the religious and moral debates surrounding the research. These stories present different
facts and arguments about stem cell research and therefore have less to do with framing and
more with information presentation and persuasion. An example of the latter would be Kahne-
man and Tversky’s (1979) research on framing as purely presentational differences of identical
information.

This distinction between uncontaminated framing and content effects is an important one
for future framing research. Not only has the label “framing” been used to describe phenomena
that are clearly not framing, but we have also yet to clearly delineate which effects in everyday
news coverage of issues are due to informational content differences and which ones are
a function of differences in the mode of presentation or other framing devices.

Frame Distribution

Contemporary technologies of news production and consumption have created the potential for
a third domain of framing, frame distribution, falling between frame building and setting
(Tewksbury & Riles, 2018). Frame distribution is the process through which news consumers
appropriate frame elements and incorporate them into new messages. Through the use of social
media platforms, blog sites, website user comment sections, and the like, news audiences can
distribute frame elements in ways that change or reinforce the activities of issue advocates and
journalists. For example, Holton, Lee, and Coleman (2014) find that the type of frame (e.g.,
gain versus loss frames) used in health-related news was associated with the frame users
included in their online comments on the news. The key point, though, is that readers did not
echo the frames they found in the stories. They generated systematically different versions of
the frames, and those frames could have affected subsequent audience reactions. Thus, the dis-
tribution of an issue frame can change its nature and effects.

Hashtags in Twitter-based interactions can provide a form of frame distribution. For example,
a news story presenting a frame for an important social issue could suggest responsibility for the
source of the issue. News audiences on Twitter could adopt a hashtag based on the frame, spreading
the concept or metaphor beyond the initial story (Borah, 2018). The frame element and its inter-
pretation will likely evolve through the life of the hashtag, affecting the use and effects of the initial
issue framing. This example prompts questions about the ways that issue frames move from a news
story into personal communication (e.g., social media interaction). Does the shift into the inter-
active sphere leave the frame intact? Do the elements of the frame, such as a visual element or
a metaphor, become disassociated from the original issue? If they do, how does circulation of the
frame element on its own affect the reception and processing of news stories that connect issues
with frames? These are some avenues for future research in framing. It could be that the technolo-
gies and behaviors of frame distribution provide a meaningful mediation between the initial
construction of the frame in news and its eventual reception and processing.
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Frame Selection

Most of the research on the effects of news frames examines their influence on how audiences
perceive issues and policies (i.e., frame setting). There has been far less research on the effects
of frames on audience members’ news selection behaviors (Tewksbury & Riles, 2018). Contem-
porary news presentation technologies empower news consumers to select stories that they
most want to see or hear. This has resulted in enhanced selectivity in news exposure. For
example, news consumers can select stories on the basis of political ideology or attitudinal pre-
dispositions (e.g., Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). A small number of studies has tested article selectivity
in terms of news frames. Trussler and Soroka (2014) examined the news story factors that
affected whether people chose political stories on a news site. They found that politically inter-
ested readers were particularly likely to choose stories with a headline that included a strategic
political frame. Similar findings have been reported regarding the tone of online article head-
lines (e.g., Zillmann, Chen, Knobloch, & Callison, 2004).

The growth of audience selectivity in news exposure poses challenges to journalists and issue
advocates. On one level, audience members’ increasing propensity to choose stories that feature
frames they prefer merely extends existing patterns into a new domain. Issue advocates are per-
ennially aware of what the news public wants to see and hear. Likewise, journalists have long
put their faith in news values, beliefs about news elements that increase audience attention.
They look for frame elements that help them tell stories that people want to see and hear (Price
& Tewksbury, 1997). Thus, frame selectivity could represent simply more of the same. On
a normative level, however, increased audience selectivity could represent a contraction of the
potential frames that circulate in political discussion and that aptly characterize the many prob-
lems and policies citizens must consider. If audience members are likely to choose stories that
feature a relatively narrow range of frames, both advocates and journalists will have fewer tools
at their disposal, resulting in a narrow range of policy options and actions. This scenario begs
for research. We need to know more about how audience members structure their news selec-
tion and about the extent to which frame presentation drives news exposure, and—as a result—
affects political perceptions, opinions, and behaviors.

A More Precise Terminology?

The notion of framing being a fragmented field has become a trope in communication research.
Attempts to “defragment” have largely focused on subsuming and categorizing disparate strands
of research under a single terminological umbrella. It is unclear whether this approach has
helped refine our field’s understanding of different types of cognition-based media effects or
instead removed granularity and explanatory nuance from our understanding of an important
area of media effects research. As a result of the inconsistent nature of theory development,
some have argued for a more precise nomenclature when it comes to different types of framing
effects research (Cacciatore et al., 2016).

One particularly noteworthy terminological distinction is the one between emphasis and
equivalence framing. Emphasis framing (Druckman, 2001b) refers to the idea that news
coverage might highlight some aspects of an issue over others. Does a story about the death
penalty, for instance, emphasize the cost of lengthy legal appeals to taxpayers, or on the
moral concerns about wrongful convictions? Many framing studies focus on emphasis fram-
ing, confounding information, persuasive, framing, and, potentially, priming effects. As we
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argued earlier, there is value in this work, given its ecological validity. But it taps a much
broader swath of effects than what has been called equivalence framing (Scheufele & Iyengar,
2017). Work on equivalence framing is concerned with precise tests of framing effects, hold-
ing constant informational, persuasive, or other cognitive media effects mechanisms that may
co-occur with framing. Do the terms “gun safety” and “gun control,” for example, often
used by opposing partisan groups to describe the same gun control legislation, produce
applicability effects that connect the issue to different audience schemas? Emphasis frames
might be much more difficult to test (Cacciatore et al., 2016). But difficulties in measu