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COURSE OVERVIEW 

Students explore theories that explain how communication influences our perspective of 

others, the world and ourselves. By examining media messages from journalism, 

entertainment and advertising, students explore how the media create meaning and how 

technology shapes the ways we communicate. Students will use the theories discussed to 

analyze excerpts from TV shows, films, news media and digital media. 

Have you ever imagined a world without a means of communication? What will become ofus 

if we live our everyday lives without knowing what happens beyond our scope or 

surroundings? These questions will help us appreciate the importance and relevance of th 

mass media and its related theories. The mass media makes communication possible 

by providing communication means in the form of; radio, television, magazines, 

andnewspapers, including the people involved in their production.Communication. 

There are several theories that seek to explain the flow of communication and its effects on 

both the sender and receiver.  

Today, I will be talking about three source theories : Agenda setting, gate keeping, and 

hegemony. I will also be talking about three audience theories : uses and gratifications, 

cultivation analysis, and hypodermic syringe theory. 

SOURCE THEORIES 

AGENDA SETTING THEORY 

Agenda-setting theory was formally developed by Max McCombs and Donald Shaw in a 
study on the 1968 American presidential election. The media effectively decides which 
issues will be on the agenda, and then brings them to attention of the public through 
recurring news coverage.. The media gives repeated attention to an issue, causing an 
increase in the public salience of that issue. This transference is known as the first-level of 
agenda setting. However, a second-level of agenda setting also formed as the theory further 
developed. There is not only a transfer of issue salience, but also a transfer of issue 
characteristic salience (Denham, 2010). The media promotes certain aspects of the issues 
more than others, making them more important to the public.  
 

The power of the agenda is on making public attention focus mainly on a few key public 

issues, hence, agenda is an immense and well-documented influence. Not only do people 

acquire factual information about public affairs from the news media, readers and viewers 

also learn how much importance to attach to a topic on the basis of the emphasis placed on 

it in the news.  

 

 



EXAMPLES 

Newspapers provide a host of cues about the salience of the topics in the daily news – lead 

story on page one, other front page display, large headlines, etc.  

Television news also offers numerous cues about salience – the opening story on the 

newscast, length of time devoted to the story, etc. These cues repeated day after day 

effectively communicate the importance of each topic. In other words, the news media can 

set the agenda for the public’s attention to that small group of issues around which public 

opinion forms. 

The media agenda presented to the public results from countless dayto-day decisions by many 

different journalists and their supervisors about the news of the moment. The public agenda – the 

focus of public attention – is commonly assessed by public opinion polls that ask some variation of 

the long-standing Gallup Poll question, “What is the most important problem facing this country 

today?”. 

 

 
 

GATE KEEPING 

An important question worth raising here is who decides the agenda for the agenda-
setters? The people who decide which issues get placed in news publications and 
broadcast are called gatekeepers.  

Gatekeepers are media professionals such as editors, journalists and operating 
chiefs from top national publications (Griffin, 2003). There are many different 
elements that influence how gatekeepers decide what to put on the media agenda. 
First, there are extra-media influences such as press releases and conferences, 
which provide the gatekeepers with information to put on the agenda (Denham, 
2010). Gatekeepers value these influences because they provide them with sources 
of public interest. They also allow gatekeepers to efficiently produce news, as they 
provide a great amount of information on the issue. 

 Other influences on content include individual characteristics of journalists and 
cultural considerations such as race, gender and political affiliation which influence 
the type of stories they write, as well as the angle in which they write them. Also, the 
country and culture they are writing from affects the manner and way they write. For 
example, journalists in the United States tend to write from the standpoint of 
American values and behavior standards (Denham, 2010). 

Given the huge amount of events that occur each day, and the virtually countless 
number of ways to describe them, why do certain news messages spread like wildfire 
while other are left untold? To understand this, one of the most important factors is to 
understand the people, organizations, and institutions that control the most far and 



wide-reaching communication channels, such as television, newspapers, and online 
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. The actors that control these channels can 
be conceptualized as gatekeepers, referring to their power to decide which messages 
may and may not pass through their channels.  

HEGEMONY 

Media hegemony means the dominance of certain aspects of life and thought by the 
penetration of a dominant culture and its values into social life. Actually, it is a way to 

describe people or ideas that become—and seek to remain—dominant in society. The 
development of the term “hegemony” in media studies follows the work of Antonio Gramsci 
(1971) and Stuart Hall (1973/1980, 1982, 1996) Gramsci and Hall were concerned with the 
way in which certain groups and ideologies maintain their power in democratic societies. 
They were interested in dominance achieved by consent rather than by force, maintained by 
ideology rather than repression. In this context, hegemony’s tools are words, images, rituals, 
and practices rather than weapons, courts, and prisons. 

 Stereotyping is actually a form of hegemony, that people shares the same common 
sense based on a group of person, who being identified by the society. The images 
provided in media contents are the easiest and most efficient ways for the rest groups 
of people to learn a certain “type” of human.  

The media can be considered as one of the most significant tools for building the 
ideology social structure and promoting that abnormal. Hegemony is the way that 
media contents promote and encourage people to do. For example, in Stuart Hall’s 
essay “Encoding/Decoding”, he said’ before this message can have an ‘effect’, satisfy 
a ‘need’ or be put to a ‘use’, it must first be appropriated as a meaningful discourse 
and the meaningfully decoded”. This means that the messages that media provided 
are always used for a certain meaning.  

AUDIENCE THEORIES 

CULTIVATION THEORY 

Traditionally, , media research focused only on the short-term effects of media exposure.  

research ignored the influence of long-term exposure to media. When George Gerbner first 
proposed the idea of cultivation theory in 1969, he proposed that influence would happen 
gradually as people encounter media repeatedly over the course of their everyday lives. He 
assumed that repeated exposure to media cultivated the belief that the messages conveyed 
by the media apply to the real world. As people’s perceptions are shaped by media 
exposure, their beliefs, values, and attitudes are shaped as well. 

 Cultivation theory looks at media as having a long term passive effect on audiences, which starts off 
small at first but has a compound effect, an example of this is body image and the bombardment of 
images. 

For example, the change of attitudes towards gay marriage. The society has become morter 
accepting with elton john being a key role in attitude changes. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Media_Effects.html?id=0R9vvand33cC


*People who spend more time watching television are more likely to perceive the real world 

in a way as most commonly depicted in television messages, as compared to those who 

watch less television,  
 

USES AND GRATIFICATIONS 

Uses and gratification theory seeks to understand why people seek out the media that they do and what they 

use it for. UGT differs from other media effect theories in that it assumes that individuals have power over 

their media usage, rather than positioning individuals as passive consumers of media. UGT explores how 

individuals deliberately seek out media to fulfill certain needs or goals such as entertainment, relaxation, or 

socializing. The theory was introduced by Blumler and Katz in 1974 in the article “the Uses of Mass 

Communications: Current Perspectives on Gratifications Research” and focuses its attention on media 

users’ roles. 

Human needs and gratification can be divided into five broad categories. They are: 

 Affective needs 

Affective needs talk about emotional fulfillment and pleasure people get by watching 

soap operas, series on television and movies. People relate to the character and feel the 

emotions the characters show. If they cry, the audience cry and if they laugh, audience 

laugh along with them. 

 Cognitive needs 

People use media to get information and fulfill their mental and intellectual needs. 

People watch news mostly to gratify this need. Other examples can be quiz programs, 

teaching programs, arts and crafts programs for children, documentaries, how-to videos 

(DIYs), etc. Online media, Internet, is also being used to get information to get this 

need fulfilled. 

 Social integrative needs 

The need of each person to socialize with people like family and friends is social 

integrative need. People use media to socialize and interact through social networking 

sites like Facebook, My Space, Twitter, etc. People also use media to increase their 

social interactions by getting topics to talk with the near and dear ones. Media also 

helps by providing people with topics and ideas to talk/discuss with their friends and 

near ones, increasing their social interaction skills. 

 Personal integrative needs 

Personal integrative needs are the needs for self-esteem and respect. People need 

reassurance to establish their status, credibility, strength, power, etc. which is done with 

the use of media. They use media to watch advertisements and know which products 

are in fashion and shop accordingly to change their lifestyle and fit in with other people. 

 Tension free needs 

People listen to songs and watch t.v when they are in stress to relieve their stress or 

when they are bored at times. People might have various tensions in life which they do 

not want to face, so take help of media to escape from it. 

 

THE HYPODERMIC THEORY 

The theory is a linear model of communication and talks about media’s power on audience. The 

message, in this theory, is said to be like a magic bullet which enters the minds of audience and injects 

https://www.businesstopia.net/communication/linear-model-communication


a particular message. The theory explains how media controls what the audience views and listens to 

and the effects, which can be immediate or later in future. 

Features of Hypodermic Needle Theory 

 Humans are believed to act uniformly to their stimuli and instincts. 

 Media injects or inserts messages into the people’s brain as propaganda and 

manipulation like that by a bullet or syringe. 

 Messages have their own intention and are sent to get desired outcomes. 

 The effect of messages is supposed to be encompassing, strong, immediate and 

dangerous. 

 Messages are supposed to create public opinion and change behavior of the audiences. 

 Mass of people is made to think in a similar way by the media. 

 The audience is always thought to be vulnerable and passive. 

 


