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Felix Kjellberg is the most famous person on 

the planet you’ve never heard of. At least if you 

are older than forty and don’t have young people 

in the house. Kjellberg is the first person in YouTube his-

tory to have more than ten billion views. Yes, that’s billion 

with a b. He’s had more views than Psy with his K-pop 

“gangnam Style,” more views than Justin Bieber, more 

views than Kanye and Kim.1 

Name not ringing a bell? Perhaps because he goes 

online by the handle PewDiePie. He’s a twentysomething 

from Sweden who is known for his video game play-

with-me videos that have him laughing, screaming, and 

cowering in fear during the scary parts of video games.

Kjellberg started out as a student at a prestigious 

Swedish university, but he left school to sell hot dogs and 

make gaming videos. Needless to say, his parents were 

not initially excited about his choice. What initially drew 

viewers was what Rolling Stone called his “legendary 

cowardice” displayed through “screaming, running and 

cursing at the first sign of danger” while playing through 

horror games.2 Once he started attracting audiences that 

numbered in the tens of thousands, however, his parents 

relented and accepted that he might be onto something.

Where does his online name come from? Pew—that’s 

the sound laser guns make in video games (“pew, pew, 

pew!”). Die—that’s what happens to you when you are 

hit by a laser blast going “pew, pew, pew!” in a video 

game. And Pie, because . . . well, I got nothing. (In case 

you didn’t already know, PewDiePie rhymes all the way 

through with cutie pie.)

Caitlin Dewey, writing for the Washington Post, says 

that authenticity is what seems to set Kjellberg apart from 

other YouTube stars. “He comes across as 100-percent 

authentic. Watching a PewDiePie video is like listening to 

a friend; not a super witty or insightful friend, generally, 

but a friend who is consistently fun to hang out with.”3 

“YouTube breaks the barrier between the audience 

and the creator,” Kjellberg told the entertainment industry 

journal Variety. “They feel a connection to the one they’re 

watching.” Fridays With PewDiePie videos are full of antics 

and game plays that are requested by fans—much as 

radio stations used to take requests. His fans are known 

as the Bros, and his sign-off is the display of the Brofist. 

In addition to being a YouTube sensation, Kjellberg is 

a popular guest on conventional Tv, having played video 

games with Conan O’Brien and chatted with the Late 

Show’s Stephen Colbert. Unlike some other Tv hosts, 

Colbert recognized the importance of YouTube stars, 

joking during the interview “I want to thank the internet 

for allowing their emperor to be here for the evening.”4 

Kjellberg has also authored the best-selling This Book 

Loves You, a collection of parodies of inspirational quotes.  

While Kjellberg has been mocked by critics, he says 

he’s clearly doing something people like. “It seems silly,” 

Kjellberg tells Rolling Stone. “Your job is to play games? 

You make money from that? It’s ridiculous. But the more 

you know about it, and the more you get to know me, the 

more you understand that it’s actually a hard thing to do, 

and not a lot of people would be able to do it.” Kjellberg 

reportedly earned $12 million in 2015.

People watching other people play video games is one 

of the fastest-growing trends in media use. According to a 

2015 study, approximately 30 percent of American adults 

sometimes or frequently watch videos or live streams of 

video game content. Back in 2014, thousands of people 

would watch a fish named grayson “play” Pokemon, trig-

gering actions by swimming through different sections 

of his tank. At the same time, Amazon paid 

almost $1 billion to buy video game video 

streaming service Twitch. While Twitch gets 

referred to as “gamers’ ESPN,” it might actu-

ally be the other way around because Twitch 

attracts a far bigger audience than ESPN—as 

After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

1  Identify the four levels of communication.
  

2  Explain the difference between mass 
communication and mass media.

3  Define three contemporary models of mass 
communication.

4  Explain the historical evolution of the  
media world.

5  
Define media literacy. 

6  Describe the “Seven Secrets” about the 
mass media.

WHAT YOU’LL LEARN

One of Time’s 100 
Most Influencial 
People: Felix 
Kjellberg.
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4    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

many as one hundred million viewers per month watch-

ing an average of more than ninety minutes of game play 

per day. Twitch’s Web site attracts viewership approach-

ing that of google, Netflix, and Apple.5 

Kjellberg now is creating a multichannel YouTube 

network in association with Disney’s Maker Studios. 

PewDiePie will be pooling efforts with a number of 

other social media stars including CutiePieMarzia, 

Kwebbelkop, and EmmaBlackery. In addition to cre-

ating content and drawing in advertising, the new 

network Revelmode will also work at raising money 

for social causes such as Save the Children and 

Charity: Water. Adweek has compared Kjellberg 

with radio shock jock Howard Stern, who created 

his own satellite radio networks after he left popular 

broadcast radio.6

It can be difficult figuring out how YouTube fits 

in with broadcast, satellite/cable, and the stream-

ing services when it comes to video programing, but 

the Television Academy, which hands out the Emmy 

Awards, has now created several classes of awards 

for short-form videos like those PewDiePie produces. 

To be eligible, the series needs to have at least six 

episodes that average under fifteen minutes each. 

Previously, short-form online videos were eligible for 

fan-voted Webby or Streamy Awards.

“These category changes reflect the broader oppor-

tunities that emerging networks and distribution plat-

forms, such as Maker Studios, Fullscreen, Crackle, 

AwesomenessTv, YouTube Red, Adult Swim and others, 

are seizing in choosing innovative formats that enable our 

television community to share stories in novel and enter-

taining ways,” said Television Academy Chairman and 

CEO Bruce Rosenblum.7 

Creators like PewDiePie are a central part of a rapidly 

changing media world. He connects directly with his fans 

through social media, sends out most of his program-

ming through new channels like YouTube but still uses 

legacy media like television and books, and connects 

on a global level. PewDiePie started as an independent 

video performer, and he now works with one of the big-

gest media corporations in the world. 

Levels of Communication
As the flow of social media from PewDiePie shows, we no longer rely just on conventional media to 
engage in the various levels of communication. During the Beatles’ peak era of popularity in the 1960s, 
youth stars spoke with the public through carefully controlled television, newspaper, and radio events; 
and while these big media are still significant, they are increasingly being supplemented by channels that 
allow people to engage directly with their media heroes.

As the associate director of media relations for the University of Nebraska at Omaha, Charley Reed commu-
nicates a lot. Whether it be for his job or keeping in touch with friends and family, his communication is often 
flowing through social media like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube. He uses these outlets to stay in 
touch with friends and colleagues, keep up on the news, share campus information, and even play games. 
“A regular day for me requires constant attachment to social media in some form or another,” Charley says.

One of the first things I do when I get to work in the morning is check Twitter to see what peo-
ple are talking about, in general, and what reporters are talking about locally. Knowing the 
day’s trends and what is relevant locally helps me know how to pitch stories to Omaha’s media 
outlets. When it comes to keeping in touch with people, however, I am definitely more of a 
Facebook user, since it was really the first social media I became invested in. I use Twitter exclu-
sively in a work capacity, to share university news, but I do also use it to see if anything new 
is happening that might pertain to the university because, anymore, news breaks on Twitter 
rather than in the paper or during the nightly news. Our campus also uses Instagram pretty 
effectively, and so if I am at a campus event and am able to grab a photo, that’ll be the first place 
I share it. Outside of work I am a huge fan of YouTube, and I watch it almost more than services 
like Netflix or Hulu anymore. I really enjoy video game “let’s play” channels as well as react 
videos and movie-themed channels like Screen Junkies or Red Letter Media.8

When Charley is on social media, he’s engaging in almost every possible level of communication, but 
before we try to analyze the levels of communication Charley is using, we need to define what communication 
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    5

is. Media scholar George Gerbner provides a simple definition: 
Communication is “social interaction through messages.”9 
More plainly put, communication is how we interact with our 
entire world, whether through spoken words, written words, 
gestures, music, paintings, photographs, or dance. The import-
ant point is that communication is a process, not a static thing. 
Communication is an interaction that allows individuals, groups, 
and institutions to share ideas.

Media scholar and theorist Denis McQuail suggests that 
the various levels of communication can be viewed as a pyra-
mid with a large base of intrapersonal communication where 
everyone is sending messages, building up to a peak of mass communication at which a relatively small 
number of organizations or individuals are transmitting messages (see Figure 1.1).10

Intrapersonal Communication
Communication at its most basic level is intrapersonal communication, which is really communica-
tion within the self. This is how we think and how we assign meaning to all the messages and events that 
surround our lives. It ranges from the simple act of smiling in response to the smell of a favorite food com-
ing from the kitchen to the complex reaction to an unexpected proposal of marriage. Feedback, or the 
response from the receiver of the message, is constant because we are always reflecting on 
what we have done and how we will react. Intrapersonal communication is the most preva-
lent form of communication and is, therefore, at the base of the pyramid. When Charley has 
to decide whether something he is posting on Facebook or on Twitter is worded in a way 
that best represents him or the university, he’s engaging in intrapersonal communication.

Interpersonal Communication
The next level on the pyramid is interpersonal communication, or one-on-one commu-
nication: “[t]he intentional or accidental transmission of information through verbal or non-
verbal message systems to another human being.”11 Interpersonal communication can be a 
conversation with a friend or a hug that tells your mother you love her. Like communication 
with the self, interpersonal communication is continual when others are around because 
we constantly send out messages, even if those messages consist of nothing more than body language 
indicating that we want to be left alone.

Interpersonal communication provides many opportunities for feedback. Your friend nods, raises an 
eyebrow, touches you on the arm, or simply answers your question. Not all interpersonal communication 
is done face-to-face, however. A telephone conversation, an SMS text message, an e-mail, or even a greet-
ing card can be interpersonal communication, though at a somewhat greater emotional distance than 
in a face-to-face conversation. When Charley sends a personal message 
over Facebook, sends an e-mail to an editor about a possible story, or talks 
to his fiancé over dinner, he’s engaging in interpersonal communication.

Group Communication
Group communication is near the top of the pyramid and has reached 
a level of unequal communication in which one person is communicat-
ing with an audience of two or more people. Group communication often 
has a leader and is more public than interpersonal communication. In a 
small group—for example, a family at the dinner table or a coach with a 
basketball team—each individual has an opportunity to respond to the 
leader and is likely to do so. In a large group—such as a 350-student lec-
ture section of a university class—each individual still has an opportunity 
to respond but is unlikely to do so. Other situations test the boundaries of 
group communication, such as a Paul McCartney concert at a baseball 
stadium. With the amplifiers and multiple video screens, there is a high 
level of communication technology but limited possibilities for audience 
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at Omaha Associate Director 
of Media Relations Charley 
Reed handles his own 
communication with his 
friends, colleagues, and 
even members of the media 
through his Facebook page.

THINK YOU’VE MASTERED  
THE CONTENT?

CHECK YOUR COMPREHENSION  
ON THE STUDY SITE WITH:

• eFlashcards to strengthen your understanding 
of key terms.

 • Practice quizzes to test your knowledge of key 
concepts.

 • Videos and multimedia content to enhance 
your exploration of key topics.

edge.sagepub.com/hanson6e 

How many different ways have you 
engaged in interpersonal 
communication today? What 
techniques have you or your friends 
used to get messages (both verbal and 
nonverbal) across to each other? Do 
you prefer one technique over others? 
If so, why?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA 
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6    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

members to provide direct feedback to the performers. However, there is still interaction between Sir Paul 
and the audience. Charley engages in group communication when he participates in a meeting, cheers at 
a hockey game, or shares a link on Facebook. For example, he often checks in to events he is at, especially 
movies, which allows him to have conversations with any one of his hundreds of Facebook friends about 
his thoughts on the film and get their feedback as well.12

Mass Communication
Mass communication is the pinnacle of the communication pyramid; it is a society-wide communica-
tion process in which an individual or institution uses technology to send messages to a large, mixed 
audience, most of whose members are not known to the sender. Nationally broadcast speeches by politi-
cians, stories about crime in the newspapers, and popular new novels are all forms of mass communica-
tion. These communications are fundamentally different from the forms described previously because 
the sender is separated in space, and possibly in time, from the receiver. Also, the audience is not really 
known to the communicator. When a communicator appears on television or writes an article for a 
newspaper, he or she doesn’t know who will be listening or reading. What is more, the audience consists 
of many types of people. It might contain a young man in prison, an old woman in a nursing home, a 
child eating Cheerios for breakfast, or Charley as he’s getting ready to go to the office. The message is 
communicated to all these people and to thousands or millions of others.13

Traditionally, mass communication has allowed only limited opportunities for feedback because 
the channels of communication are largely one way, but with the rise of interactive communication 
networks, the opportunities for feedback are growing rapidly. Charley consumes a wide range of mass 
communication during his day, including watching original content on YouTube, binge-watching series 
on Netflix or Amazon Prime, playing video games through Steam, listening to music through Spotify, 
or enjoying a wide variety of podcasts. You’ll notice there’s no traditional media in Charley’s media 
diet. “The idea of appointment entertainment, television or otherwise, is such a foreign concept to me 
anymore,” Charley says. “Anything I do entertainment-wise is hooked into some sort of social media or 
on-demand service that not only allows me to choose what I want to watch, listen, or play and when I 
want to do it, but can allow me to have conversations about what I am doing with friends online.”14

q FIGURE 1.1

Levels of Communication

Relatively few organizations or individuals communicating.
Widely shared messages.
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Many people sharing messages back and forth.
Localized individual messages.

Mass
communication
across society.

Group communication
within a community.

Interpersonal communication
one-on-one.

Intrapersonal communication
within yourself.

M
ore senders

Source: Denis McQuail, McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory, 6th ed. (London: SAgE Publications, 2010), 18. Reproduced by permission of Sage Publications. Copyright 
© Denis McQuail, 2005.

See footage from Paul 
McCartney’s baseball 

stadium tour.
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    7

A Mix of Levels
The distinctions among the various levels of communica-
tion are useful, but don’t assume that every instance of com-
munication can automatically be placed in one category 
or another. In reality, there are frequent crossovers in the 
levels of communication. Consider online communication. 
You can share a photo with a friend via Snapchat. Through a 
Tumblr blog, you can share your favorite images and videos. 
With a listserv, an employer can communicate with employ-
ees throughout the world. And through Web sites and pod-
casts, messages can go out to the entire world. The same is 
true of a newspaper, in which a classified ad can carry a proposal of marriage, a notice of a group meet-
ing, or a political manifesto. When Charley goes out to dinner with friends, they cheer when the Stanley 
Cup hockey game being shown on the television gets exciting and talk about the game with each other, 
thus engaging in mass and group communication at the same time.

The purpose of this book is to help you better understand mass communication and the mass media. 
In the fifteen chapters of this book, we look at a variety of topics:

zz The institutions that make up the media and how they function in and affect our society
zz Who owns and controls the media business
zz The media themselves, including books, magazines, newspapers, radio, recorded music, movies, 

television, and the Internet
zz The industries that support the media, including advertising and public relations
zz The laws and ethics that regulate and control the media
zz The roles the media play in countries and cultures around the world

By the time you are finished, you will better understand what the media are, why they function as they 
do, and what roles they play in your life.

Elements of Mass Communication
Although people often use the terms mass communication and mass media interchangeably, they are 
significantly different concepts. Mass communication is a process, whereas the mass media are simply 
the technological tools used to transmit the messages of mass communication.15 Earlier in this chapter, 
we defined mass communication as a society-wide communication process in which an individual or 
institution uses technology to send messages to a large mixed audience, most of whose members are not 
known to the sender. Let’s now take a closer look at all the players in the mass communication process 
and at several models that describe how these elements interact with each other.

The Players in the Mass Communication Process
There is an old way of describing mass communication known as the Sender 
Message Channel Receiver (SMCR) or transmission model. This transmission 
model does not do justice to the complexity of the mass communication process 
because it tends to portray mass communication as a largely one-directional flow of 
messages from the sender to the receiver, rather than as a complex interaction where 
senders and receivers are constantly changing places. But the model is still useful in 
helping to identify all the players we will be working with throughout this text.

The Sender. When critics talk about “the media” as a potent force, they are often 
talking about the ability of a few large corporations to control the messages that go 
out through the various channels of mass communication. These corporations, which are discussed in 
depth in Chapter 3, are the major senders in the mass communication process. They are the large, bureau-
cratic organizations that produce the complex messages we receive through the mass media, and they 
employ large numbers of people. If you look at the credits of a major movie, you’ll see hundreds, if not 
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8    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

thousands, of names listed. Even a relatively straightforward 
medium such as a newspaper requires a substantial staff of 
writers, editors, graphic artists, photographers, computer spe-
cialists, printers, truck drivers, delivery people, janitors, librar-
ians, circulation clerks, accountants, advertising salespeople, 
business managers, and a publisher.

As you may have already figured out, there are many other 
senders besides the major corporations. For example, although 
the majority of the most frequently visited Web sites are pro-
duced by large media organizations, social media and other 
forms of online communication have given rise to smaller, 
more intimate media without the accompanying structure and 

staff. For example, Six Until Me, one of the leading blogs for persons with diabetes, is operated by patient 
and diabetes advocate Kerri Morrone Sparling, assisted by one other person. Six Until Me started back in 
2005 with a total of two readers: Kerri’s mother and her then boyfriend. By 2011, her blog was reaching more 
than ninety thousand visitors a month.16 She also actively communicates through a range of other social 
media channels including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. You act as a “sender,” too, every time you post 
something publicly on your social media accounts.

Mass communication has generally been thought of as one-on-many communication, with few send-
ers and many receivers, in contrast to interpersonal communication, which involves roughly equal num-
bers of senders and receivers. Sociologist C. Wright Mills wrote that the real power of the mass media is 
that they can control what topics are being covered and how much attention they receive. The most sig-
nificant change brought about by the media in the United States, he said, was that public communication 
became a matter of sending information to a large number of receivers rather than a dialogue between 
roughly equal numbers of senders and receivers.17

The balance of power between senders and receivers in the mass media has started to change in 
recent years, however, with the rise of social media. Bloggers are people who post their thoughts on 
a regularly updated Web site. We got a big reminder of the importance of blogs on Thursday, June 28, 
2012, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the Affordable Care Act, otherwise known as Obamacare, 
was constitutional. Everyone in the news media knew that this story would be breaking at 10 a.m. on 
Thursday, June 28. The decision coming down was definitely not a surprise.

And yet . . .
Both CNN and Fox News initially got the story wrong. In their effort to be first, both cable networks 

initially reported that the court had overturned the individual mandate requirement that everyone 
purchase health insurance or pay a fine/tax because the court rejected the argument that this was jus-
tified by the Commerce Clause of the Constitution—except that Chief Justice John Roberts’s opinion 
went on to say that the mandate could be justified under Congress’s authority to levy taxes. And so . . 
. two of our biggest sources of breaking news got the story flat-out wrong. Meanwhile, a little blog that 
typically draws a few thousand readers a day, SCOTUSblog, was the authoritative news site that every-
one turned to for immediate and accurate news about the decision. And on a day that several bigger 
Web sites had trouble staying online because of heavy demand, SCOTUSblog had server capacity to 
spare despite drawing hundreds of times more traffic than normal.18

The Message. The message is the content being transmitted by the sender and reacted to by the receiver. 
Before a message can be transmitted, it must be encoded. Encoding requires at least two steps. First, the 
sender’s ideas must be turned into a message: A script for a broadcast is drafted, a graphic is created, or a 
newspaper story is written. Second, the message must be prepared for transmission: The script is taped and 
sent out over the air, the graphic is placed on a Web page, or the newspaper is printed.

Mass communication messages are transmitted rapidly to the receivers. Audience members can 
receive the message simultaneously, as they would in the case of a radio broadcast; at similar though 
not identical times, as in the case of a newspaper or magazine; or occasionally over an extended period, 
as in the case of a CD, movie, or video. In addition to being transmitted rapidly, mass communication 
messages are available to a wide audience. Mass communication messages also tend to be transient—
here today and gone tomorrow. The newspapers and magazines are recycled; a new movie replaces the 
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    9

old at the theater; the tweet moves through your feed so fast 
you don’t realize it was ever there. Even though the message 
can be stored in the form of a computer file, it is generally 
replaced when something new comes along. The receiver’s 
attention fades even if the physical item remains.

Production of mass communication messages is gen-
erally expensive. The average cost of producing a studio 
movie in 2007 was $70.8 million, and advertising it added 
$25.7 million, according to figures from the Motion Picture Association of America.19 (More recent 
numbers on average movie budgets are hard to come by as studios frequently go to significant 
lengths to avoid letting people know what movies really cost to make.) Thirty seconds of commer-
cial time during the 2016 Super Bowl cost approximately $5 million. (That’s $166,666 per second!20) 
Sponsors for the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro had booked more than $1 billion worth of 
advertising with NBCUniversal for the U.S. coverage several months prior to the start of the games. 
The Rio Olympics are expected to set a record for most national advertising ever set for an event.21 
But, again, if people do not seek to make money with their messages, they can reach a large audi-
ence online at a relatively low cost. For example, your author pays about $90 per year to keep his 
blog online (ralphehanson.com).

What do all these messages mean? According to media scholar James Potter, the meaning of mes-
sages depends on who is receiving them and what kinds of media literacy skills the receivers can use to 
decode them. Potter writes that people with low levels of media literacy will look at the surface meanings 
in media content, whereas those with higher levels of media literacy can interpret messages from a 
wide range of perspectives with many choices of meanings.22 For example, Jon Krakauer’s book about 
the disaster that befell a group of Mount Everest climbers in 1996, Into Thin Air, can be read as a simple 
adventure story, an allegory of the battle between man and nature, or a study on obsession. (See box 
“Media Transformations: When Media Connect Us to the Most Remote Places on Earth.”) Which of these 
interpretations is correct? Although Into Thin Air is most emphatically an adventure story, it also tells of 
Krakauer’s struggle with the mountain and the weather, and it discusses why people are drawn to dan-
gerous activities such as mountain climbing.

The Channel. The channel is the medium used to transmit the message. Recall that a mass medium is 
a technological tool. Think about a newspaper. It consists of black and colored ink printed on relatively 
low-quality paper. It is portable, readily available, and cheap. An article can be clipped from the paper 
and placed in a pocket. A newspaper also provides local and regional news in greater depth than is pos-
sible with almost any other medium.23

Print media include books, magazines, newspapers, billboards, and posters. Audiovisual media 
include radio, sound recordings, broadcast television, cable and satellite television, and video record-
ings. Interactive media include the Web, social media, mobile media, and video games.

What about faxes, text messages, letters, and e-mail? Do they fit in as channels of mass communi-
cation? Although e-mail is not generally considered to be a mass medium, an unsolicited commercial 
e-mail, known as spam, could satisfy at least part of the definition of mass communication, since spam is 
distributed widely to a large, mixed, and anonymous audience. News reports and sports scores arriving 
via SMS text messages on the small screen on a mobile phone would also seem to qualify. But our phone 
calls, texts, and e-mails from friends are generally considered to be interpersonal communications unless 
we post them to a blog or social media site for everyone to see.

The nature of the channel used to transmit a message can change the meaning of the message. Take, 
for example, the daily news. On the radio, the news is something happening in the background; read in 
a newspaper, news is something that demands your undivided attention. But can you call information 
news when it is presented by comedian John Oliver on HBO’s Last Week Tonight With John Oliver? A dra-
matic speech given by a great orator on television will likely be much more influential than a transcript 
of the speech that’s published on the Internet the next day.

The Receiver. The receiver is the audience for the mass communication message—that is, the  
people who are receiving and decoding the message. Decoding is the process of translating a signal 

p The cost of coveted 
ad time during the Super 
Bowl has more than doubled 
over the last decade. The 
average cost of a 30-second 
commercial is $5 million, 
or $166,666 per second. 
Mountain Dew’s weird “Puppy 
Monkey Baby” ad was exactly 
33-seconds long.

Get the latest on  
Super Bowl advertising  
and coverage.

Experience the difference 
between watching and 
reading two speeches.

Clips from John Oliver’s  
Last Week Tonight.
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10    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

WHEN MEDIA CONNECT US TO THE MOST REMOTE PLACES ON EARTH

Jon Krakauer was out of his tent 
and on his way to the top of 
Mount Everest several hours 

before dawn on Friday, May 10, 1996. 
The journalist was just one of dozens of 
climbers trying to reach the summit at 
29,028 feet. Climbing Everest had been 
a lifelong dream for Krakauer, and an 
assignment for Outside magazine had 
made it possible.

Krakauer reached the summit at 1:12 
p.m., and after a brief stay at the top, he 
started on the long way back down. 
During his descent, a surprise 
snowstorm rolled in. At 6:45 p.m., just 
as it was getting dark, Krakauer 
stumbled back into camp and collapsed 
in his tent. Others in his party weren’t so 
fortunate. By the time the storm cleared, 

eight of the climbers on the world’s 
tallest mountain were dead, including 
guides Rob Hall and Scott Fischer.

Despite Mount Everest’s remote 
location on the border between Nepal 
and Tibet, the world watched the 
tragedy unfold through Web sites, 
newspapers, television, magazines, 
and eventually even a major motion 
picture. In May of each year, Everest 
Base Camp becomes media central as 
climbers attempt to reach the summit 
and journalists show up to cover them, 
in part because of the high degree of 
risk involved. During a typical year, six 
to ten people will die on the 
mountain.24

To complete his assignment of 
researching and writing a story about 

the commercialization of Mount Everest, 
Krakauer climbed the peak as a paying 
customer of Hall. Krakauer was not the 
only journalist on the mountain the day 
of the snowstorm. Climber Sandy Hill 
Pittman was sending daily dispatches 
to NBC’s Web site via satellite phone 
and yak courier; reporter Jane Bromet 
of Outside Online, a Web magazine, 
was covering the climb from Everest 
Base Camp; a South African newspaper 
was sponsoring another expedition; and 
an IMAX film crew was shooting a 
documentary about climbing the peak. 
The IMAX team, led by filmmaker and 
professional climber David Breashears, 
produced the movie Everest, which 
became the most successful large-
format IMAX film ever and one of the 
top films of 1997.

AN INCREASINGLY CONNECTED AND WIRED NEPAL 

KATHMANDU

H I M A L A Y A N  M T N S

20
00

20
14

0%
11.15%

INTERNET

20
00

20
14

0%
60%
MOBILE TELEPHONE

20
00

20
14

1%
3%
LANDLINE TELEPHONE

Cell tower coverage has significantly improved in the developing world, 
allowing us to reach some of the most remote areas on the planet.

Communications technologies 
have spread dramatically 
across Nepal since 2000, 
especially mobile phones
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(Continued)
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    11

from a mass medium into a form that the receiver can understand. The term mass can have at least 
two meanings when referring to audiences. In one sense, the term refers to the mix of ordinary people 
who receive the message—“the masses.” In another sense, the term refers to the size of the audience. 
The concept of mass, or popular, taste is an old one, but the concept of a massive, or large, audience 
developed in the twentieth century. The mass audiences reading major newspapers, listening to the 
radio, watching network television, or going to the movies are much larger than the crowds of people 
that gather for events such as political rallies or rock concerts. They form a heterogeneous audi-
ence—an audience made up of a mix of people who differ in age, sex, income, education, ethnicity, 
race, religion, and other characteristics. As with size, heterogeneity is a matter of degree. A small-town 
radio station is likely to reach an audience whose members are more similar than those listening to a 
station in a major urban area.

Receivers don’t always get a clear message from the sender, however. Several types of noise can 
interfere with the delivery of the message. There is semantic noise, when the receiver does not under-
stand the meaning of the message, such as when you can’t understand the lyrics on a Latin music chan-
nel because you don’t speak Spanish; mechanical noise when the channel has trouble transmitting the 
message, such as when a thunderstorm produces too much static for you to hear the score of a baseball 
game being broadcast on an AM radio station; and environmental noise, which occurs when the action 
and sounds surrounding the receiver interfere with the reception of the message, such as when your 
roommate’s loud stereo keeps you from concentrating on your introduction to mass communication 
textbook.

The receivers of a mass communication message have traditionally been seen as an anonymous 
audience. This means that the sender does not personally know all, or even most, of the people 
receiving the message. This doesn’t mean that the audience consists of isolated people who have no 
connection to anyone else; audience members simply don’t expect the sender to know who they are. 
But with the increasing number of channels available for audience members to send feedback to the 
senders—through the Web, social media, e-mail, faxes, text messages, and phone calls—audience 
members typically on the receiving end are becoming senders themselves and are becoming better 
and better known to the original senders. Sometimes, in the case of reality TV programs such as The 
Voice, audience members become active participants by voting on who should advance to the next 
level of the competition.

Krakauer says that because of the 
media coverage, thousands of people 
around the world knew more about 
what was happening on the mountain 
than did the people who were climbing: 
“A teammate might call home on a 
satellite phone, for instance, and learn 
what the South Africans were doing at 
Camp Two from a spouse in New 
Zealand or Michigan who’d been 
surfing the World Wide Web.”25

In the spring of 2014, an even worse 
disaster hit Everest, when a giant 
overhanging chunk of ice broke off and 
crashed down through a group of 
Nepalese workers climbing the Khumbu 
Icefall, killing sixteen of them. Although 
there was a substantial media presence 
on Everest during the 1994 storm that 
Krakauer chronicled, climbers were 
even more connected to the outside 
world by the time of the 2014 disaster. 
From 2006 to 2009, famed Everest 

commercial guide Russell Brice had 
been featured in three seasons of a 
cable television series that documented 
attempts by his climbers to summit 
Everest. News from the 1996 disaster 
had to flow out via satellite phones. But 
by 2014, cell service, including 3g and 
4g data service, was available from 
both Base Camp and the summit.26 And 
as news of the 2014 disaster unfolded, 
legacy news channels such as the 
Washington Post were relying on 
bloggers such as climber Alan Arnette 
to relay the flood of news coming from 
the climbers, guides, and other 
bloggers at Everest.27 In 2015, a 
massive earthquake shook the entire 
nation of Nepal, killing more than eight 
thousand people, and left at least 
nineteen people dead on Everest. 
Among the most valuable supplies 
people wanted following the quake 
were bottled water, food, and phone 
cards.28

How is a remote location like Everest 
changed when we have easy media 
access to it? Why would phone cards 
be considered almost as important as 
food and water following a natural 
disaster?

wHY are people drawn to remote 
stories of adventure and danger from 
places like Everest that they are unlikely 
to ever visit?

How has your life been changed by 
the fact that you have media around 
you constantly? Do you ever 
deliberately try to take time off from the 
media and communication technology?

(Continued)

Read more on media access to 
Everest climbing and disasters.

Nepal earthquake footage.
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12    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

Contemporary Models of Mass Communication
Though the transmission model (SMCR) is useful for laying out the various elements of the mass commu-
nication process, it does not explain how mass communication works in our lives. It focuses primarily 
on the process of transmitting messages largely from the point of view of a sender trying to have an effect 
on the receiver. Media scholar Denis McQuail lays out three contemporary models that help us answer 
three different questions about the nature of mass communication29 (see Table 1.1):

q TABLE 1.1

Mass Communication Models

Model Orientation of Sender Orientation of Receiver

Transmission Model Transfer of meaning Cognitive processing

Ritual Model Performance Shared experience

Publicity Model Competitive display Attention-giving spectatorship

Reception Model Preferential encoding Differential decoding/construction  
of meaning

Source: Denis McQuail, McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory, 6th ed. (London: SAgE Publications, 2010). Reproduced by permission of SAgE Publications. Copyright  
© Denis McQuail, 2005.

Ritual Model. Whereas the transmission model looks at how a message is sent, the ritual 
model puts audience members at the center of the equation. The ritual model looks at how 
and why audience members (receivers) consume media messages. This model suggests 
that we watch a program such as The Voice not so much to learn about aspiring singers or 
to receive advertising messages, but rather to interact in a shared ritual with family and 
friends. This ritual is then extended through television to other groups of people all across 
the United States. Media consumption thus goes beyond simply delivering messages and 
becomes a shared experience that brings us together as a people. For example, when news 
broke that Osama bin Laden had been killed on May 1, 2011, Twitter set what was then a 
record for sustained number of tweets being sent, with an average of 3,440 tweets per sec-
ond between 10:45 p.m. and 12:30 a.m. Eastern Time. The tweeting peaked at 11 p.m. ET 
with 5,106 tweets per second. Audience members were obviously not just passively watch-

ing and reading the news; they were actively responding to it. (Germany’s defeat of Brazil for the World 
Cup in soccer set a record for number of tweets per second in 2014 with 9,667.30)

Publicity Model. Sometimes media messages are not trying to convey specific information as much as 
they are trying to draw attention to a particular person, group, or concept. According to the publicity 
model, the mere fact that a topic is covered by the media can make the topic important, regardless of 
what is said about it. For example, when Janet Jackson displayed her nipple for nine-sixteenths of a second 
during the 2004 Super Bowl, there were all sorts of charges that broadcast network CBS was lowering the 

moral standards of America’s young people. The major effect of Jackson’s stunt was that 
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) adopted increasingly strict rules on 
broadcast decency. As a result, at least twenty ABC affiliates refused to air the World War 
II movie Saving Private Ryan the following November for fear that they would be fined 
for all the bad language contained in the movie. Concerns about changing television 
standards had existed for several years prior to Jackson flashing Super Bowl viewers, 
but the attention Jackson brought to the issue put broadcast decency in the limelight.31

Reception Model. The reception model moves us out of the realm of social science 
analysis and into the world of critical theory. Instead of looking at how messages affect audiences or 
are used by the senders or receivers, the reception model looks at how audience members derive and 

Are you a media multitasker? Do you 
watch a single program from beginning 
to end, flip from channel to channel 
looking for something interesting, or 
watch two shows at once? Do you go 
online to chat about the show as you 
watch it? Could you even watch a single 
show from beginning to end without any 
other media? How does media 
multitasking enhance your experience?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

Read more about how the 
ritual model applies to  

the news coverage around 
the death of bin Laden.

Dealing with FCC  
decency rules in the years 

since Janet Jackson’s 
wardrobe malfunction.

p Video Case 1.2: Donald 
Trump and media control.


 A

ss
oc

ia
te

d 
Pr

es
s

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    13

create meaning out of media content. Rather than seeing content as having an 
intended, fixed meaning, the reception model says that each receiver decodes 
the message based on his or her own unique experiences, feelings, and beliefs. 
You can take a single news story and show it to liberal and conservative observ-
ers, and both will claim that it is biased against their point of view. In fact, a 
1982 study showed that the more journalists tried to present multiple sides 
of an issue, the more partisans on either side of the issue viewed the story as 
biased.32

Evolution of the Media World
Where did our media world come from? Is it just a product of the late twenti-
eth century with its constant flow of print and electronic messages? Not really. 
The world of interconnected and overlapping communication networks that 
surrounds us has been evolving for hundreds of years. Before the advent of the 
mass media, people interacted primarily face-to-face. Most of the time, they inter-
acted only with people like themselves and had little contact with the outside 
world. But people gradually created communication networks that used first 
interpersonal channels, then print media, electronic media, and, most recently, 
interactive media. This section examines how various communication networks 
have grown over the centuries to form the media world in which we now live.

Before Print: Pre–Mass Media Communication Networks
The first major communication network in the Western world predates the mass media and was devel-
oped by the Roman Catholic Church in the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries. During that 
period, messages flowed from the Vatican in Italy through the cardinals and bishops to priests in cathe-
drals and villages throughout Europe and finally to congregations through sermons from the pulpit.33

Print: Arrival of the Book
The first major expansion in communication beyond the Church was the development of the printing 
press—in particular, the invention of movable type in the 1450s—and the subsequent mass production 
of printed materials. Mass printing made it possible for major social changes, such as the Protestant 
Reformation, to spread from their country of origin to the rest of Europe and the world beyond.

Although the printing press allowed for the mass production of information, printing was still rela-
tively slow, and publications remained fairly expensive. The addition of steam power to the printing press 
in 1814 dramatically increased the rate at which printed material could be reproduced.

Electronic Networks: Telegraph,  
Gramophone, Radio, Movies, and Television
The advent of electronic communication made the media world much more complex. This type of 
communication began in 1844 with the opening of the first telegraph line from Baltimore, Maryland, to 
Washington, D.C. In 1866, telegraph cables spanned the Atlantic Ocean, overcoming a seemingly insur-
mountable barrier that had long hindered transoceanic communication. Instead of sending a message 
on a two-week journey by boat across the ocean and waiting for a reply to come back the same way, two 
people on opposite sides of the ocean could carry on a dialogue via telegraph.

In the 1880s, Emile Berliner invented the gramophone, or phonograph, which played mass- 
produced discs containing about three minutes of music. Just as printed books made possible the storage 
and spread of ideas, so the gramophone allowed musical performances to be captured and reproduced.

The invention of radio in the late nineteenth century freed electronic communication from the limits 
imposed on it by telegraph wires. Messages could come into the home at any time and at almost no cost 
to the receiver. All that was needed was a radio set to receive an endless variety of cultural content, news, 
and other programming.
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p By the 1880s, telegraph 
wires crisscrossed the New 
York City skyline, sending 
messages rapidly through the 
city, across the country, and 
around the world.

Read more on the  
first transatlantic  
telegraph cable.
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14    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

CAN TELEVISION TAKE ANYTHING SERIOUSLY?

In his book Amusing Ourselves to 
Death, media scholar Neil Postman 
argues that the primary effect of 

television is that it changes how people 
see the world; that is, with television, 
people start viewing everything as 
entertainment. Young people get their 
news in a comedy format, watching The 
Daily Show the same way they watch 
MTv. They learn about politics on the 
same channel that shows a professional 
football game.1

In an interview with Robert Nelson for 
the Civic Arts Review, Postman 
described the major point of Amusing 
Ourselves to Death:

Television always recreates the world 
to some extent in its own image by 
selecting parts of that world and 
editing those parts. So a television 
news show is a kind of symbolic 
creation and construction made by 
news directors and camera crews. . . .

Americans turn to television not only 
for their light entertainment but for 
their news, their weather, their 
politics, their religion, their history, all 
of which may be said to be their 
furious entertainment. What I’m 
talking about is television’s 
preemption of our culture’s most 
serious business. It is one thing to 
say that Tv presents us with 
entertaining subject matter. It is quite 
another to say that on Tv all subject 
matter is presented as entertaining 
and it is in that sense that Tv can 
bring ruin to any intelligent 
understanding of public affairs. . . .

And stranger still is the fact that 
commercials may appear anywhere 
in a news story, before, after, or in the 
middle, so that all events are 
rendered essentially trivial, that is to 
say, all events are treated as a source 
of public entertainment. How serious 
can an earthquake in Mexico be or a 
hijacking in Beirut, if it is shown to us 
prefaced by a happy United Airlines 
commercial and summarized by a 
Calvin Klein jeans commercial? 
Indeed, Tv newscasters have added 
to our grammar a new part of speech 

altogether. What may be called the 
“now this” conjunction. “Now this” is 
a conjunction that does not connect 
two things but does the opposite. It 
disconnects. When newscasters say, 
“Now this,” they mean to indicate that 
what you have just heard or seen has 
no relevance to what you are about to 
hear or see. There is no murder so 
brutal, no political blunder so costly, 
no bombing so devastating that it 
cannot be erased from our minds by 
a newscaster saying, “Now this.” The 
newscaster means that you have 
thought long enough on the matter, 
let’s say 45 seconds, that you must 
not be morbidly preoccupied with it, 
let us say for 90 seconds, and that 
you must now give your attention to a 
commercial. Such a situation in my 
view is not news. And in my opinion it 
accounts for the fact that Americans 
are among the most ill informed 
people in the Western world.2

Who is the source?

Neil Postman (1931–2003), a prominent 
American educator, media theorist, and 
cultural critic, founded the media 
ecology program at New York 
University and chaired the NYU 
Department of Culture and 
Communication. Postman wrote 
eighteen books and more than two 
hundred magazine and newspaper 
articles for such periodicals as the New 
York Times Magazine, Atlantic Monthly, 
Harper’s, and the Washington Post. He 
also edited the journal ETC: A Review of 
General Semantics and was on the 
editorial board of the Nation.

What is he saying?

Postman argues that the primary effect 
of television is that it changes how 
people see the world; that is, with 
television, people start viewing 
everything as entertainment. In 
comparison, think about your own 
viewing habits. Do you watch the news 
the same way you watch MTv? Or learn 
about politics on the same channel that 
shows Survivor? Or see news about the 

war in Iraq, followed by a commercial 
for Domino’s Pizza?

What kind of evidence does the 
book provide?

What kind of data does Postman 
provide to support his arguments? 
What kind of evidence is needed to 
bolster these claims? Is there evidence 
that disputes his claims? How do you 
think Postman’s background is likely to 
have shaped his view of television?

How do you or your classmates 
react to Postman’s arguments?

What does the title Amusing Ourselves 
to Death mean to you? Do you feel that 
television trivializes important issues or 
makes them more palatable? Have you 
noticed similar effects in yourself as 
described by Postman? Do you notice 
differences in how news anchors make 
the transition from news to commercials 
and back again? Are the stories before 
and after the break any different from 
stories during the rest of the newscast?

Does it all add up?

Do you believe that Postman’s arguments 
are true today? In a study conducted in 
2000, researchers found that 75 percent 
of television viewers under the age of 
thirty watched the news with the remote 
in their hands, ready to change channels 
if they got bored for a moment or two. Do 
you think that the data from this study 
support Postman’s claims? Why or why 
not? Think back to when singer Michael 
Jackson died in 2009 and the cable news 
networks covered virtually nothing else for 
days on end. Do you think that Jackson’s 
death was newsworthy enough to merit 
the coverage it received? Or were the 
cable news channels just trying to 
entertain their viewers?

1Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public 
Discourse in the Age of Show Business (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1985).
2Robert Nelson, “Television and the Public Decline of 
Public Discourse,” Civic Arts Review, vol. 3 (1990): 1. 
Excerpt used with permission.

TEST YOUR MEDIA LITERACY

Neil Postman talks about his book 
Amusing Ourselves to Death.
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    15

Movies were first shown at nickelodeon theaters in the late 1890s and early 1900s and were produced 
by an entertainment industry that distributed films worldwide. Young couples on a date in London, 
Ohio, and London, England, could see the same movie, copy the same styles of dress, and perhaps even 
practice the same kisses they saw in the movie. Due to radio and the movies, the media world became a 
shared entertainment culture produced for profit by major media corporations.

In 1939, patrons in New York’s neighborhood taverns no longer had to settle for radio broadcasts of 
Yankees games being played at the Polo Grounds. Instead, a small black-and-white television set located 
on a pedestal behind the bar showed a faint, flickering image of the game. After a series of delays caused 
by World War II, television surpassed radio in popularity. It also became a lightning rod for controversy 
as people stayed home to watch whatever images it would deliver.

Online and Mobile Media: Interactive Communication
After several decades of television, people had gotten used to the idea that news, information, and enter-
tainment could be delivered almost magically into their homes, although they could do little to control 
the content of this medium other than change channels. Then a new medium emerged, one that made 
senders and receivers readily interchangeable. The Internet became a full-fledged mass communication 
network in the 1990s (though many people were unaware that the first nodes of this new medium were 
being linked together as far back as 1969). Rather than simply making it easier for individuals and orga-
nizations to send messages to a mass audience, the new computer networks were designed for two-way 
communication. Audience members were becoming message providers themselves.

Online media’s interactivity was the culmination of a trend toward giving audience members new 
control over their communication world. The growth of cable and satellite television, along with the 
VCR, had already given viewers more choices and more control, and the remote control allowed them to 
choose among dozens of channels without leaving their chairs.

The implications of interactivity are significant. Whereas the commercial media have come to be 
controlled by a smaller and smaller number of large corporations (see Chapter 3), an important channel 
of mass communication is open to ordinary people in ways 
that were never before possible. With a trivial investment in 
a mobile device or computer, individuals can grab the spot-
light with news and entertainment through social media and 
the World Wide Web.

Consider the example of artist Danielle Corsetto, cre-
ator of the popular Web comic Girls With Slingshots. Her 
comic started under the name Hazelnuts when she was in 
high school, but she took it online in October 2004 when 
fans of her sketches asked her when she was going to start 
publishing her comic. Corsetto explained to the Frederick 
News-Post that Girls With Slingshots (or GWS) is a slice-of-life 
comic that tells the story of “sour, grumpy girl” Hazel and her 
best friend, Jamie, a “bubbly girl who is very comfortable 
with herself.”34 One of the fascinating things about the comic 
is the level of diversity within its cast. There is Melody, who is  
deaf; Soo Lin, who is blind; Darren, who is gay; Erin, who 
is asexual; and McPedro, a cactus who talks when Hazel’s 
been drinking. Anna Pearce, writing for Bitch Media, says 
that her favorite thing about the comic is that it looks at dis-
ability from the point of view of a disabled person. “What I 
like about the jokes in this strip are that they are all over the place. Some are about how clueless people 
can be about blindness. Some are disability-related humour as told by people with disabilities.”35

Corsetto explains, “It’s more realistic and less stereotypical. All the characters have these unusual 
relations, both romantic and platonic . . . that are not what you would find in, say, a sitcom, but it’s written 
like a sitcom. I’m kind of trying to normalize these things that are taboo.”

Since 2007, she has made her living exclusively through drawing and writing comics. In addition 
to Girls With Slingshots, Corsetto works on a variety of side projects, including writing three volumes 
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p Web cartoonist Danielle 
Corsetto works on her comic 
Girls With Slingshots in her 
studio in Shepherdstown, 
West Virginia. Although her 
comic is online, she still does 
her drawing by hand.
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16    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

of the Adventure Time graphic novel series. Although Girls With Slingshots started out small, Corsetto’s 
Web site drew about one hundred thousand readers a day at its peak. In March 2015, Corsetto brought 
GWS to a close, with her heroine Hazel coming to terms with her long-absent father. As of this writing, 
she has been taking a yearlong sabbatical, working on advancing her art skills and developing various 
side projects. Although she is not currently producing new strips, Corsetto is rerunning GWS in a new 
full-color format.36

Given the subject matter, alcohol use, and language in Girls With Slingshots, Corsetto would not 
have been able to publish her work in a legacy newspaper or magazine. Although the strip is distributed 
online, Corsetto makes her drawings using pen and ink on heavyweight paper, with the coloring being 
electronically added. She makes the majority of her income from advertising on her Web site, sales of 
self-published book collections of comics and merchandise such as a plush McPedro, and a Patreon 
crowdfunding account. (Full disclosure—your author supports several Web comics through Patreon, 
including Girls With Slingshots.) She also gets income from her projects for legacy media, such as the 
Adventure Time books.37

Some critics would argue that the growth of cable television stations, Web sites, and magazines creates 
only an illusion of choice because a majority of the channels are still controlled by the same five or six 
companies.38 Even so, it is a new media world, one in which audience members are choosing what media 
content they will consume and when they will consume it. It’s a world that even media giants are being 
forced to adjust to.

Understanding the Media World
Most people have ambivalent feelings about their high levels of media use. The convenience of the 
mobile phone is offset by the fact that it makes a person available to others at all times. The wide 
selection of programming on cable television is wonderful, but the content on some of those chan-
nels can be disturbing. It is liberating to be connected to the entire industrialized world through the 
Internet, but the risk of invasion of privacy is troubling. This section discusses the concept of media 
literacy and examines some common misconceptions about the mass media. It also examines in 
detail “Seven Secrets” about mass media and mass communication that are at the center of this 
book’s look at media literacy.

Defining Media Literacy
The term media literacy refers to people’s understanding of what the media are, 
how they operate, what messages they are delivering, what roles they play in society, 
and how audience members respond to media messages. Media scholar James Potter 
writes that people with high levels of media literacy have a great deal of control over 
the vision of the world they see through the media and can decide for themselves 
what the messages mean. In contrast, those with low levels of media literacy can 
develop exaggerated impressions of problems in society, even when those impres-
sions conflict with their own experience. For example, media consumers who spend 
large amounts of time watching television often perceive society as far more danger-
ous and crime-ridden than it is because that’s the image they see on television.39 Potter 
says that too often consumers with low levels of media literacy assume that the media 
have large, obvious, and mostly negative effects on other people but little or no effect 
on themselves. Finally, those with low levels of media literacy tend to blame the media 
for complex social problems, such as teen pregnancy or school violence.

Potter has identified four basic dimensions of media literacy: cognitive, emotional, 
aesthetic, and moral.40 Let’s take a closer look at each of these dimensions.

The Cognitive Dimension. The cognitive dimension of media literacy deals with 
the ability to intellectually process information communicated by the media. This 
can involve interpreting the meaning of words on a printed page, appreciating the 

implications of ominous music in a movie, or understanding that a well-dressed character in a 
television show is wealthy. For example, the hardcover edition of Jon Krakauer’s book Into Thin 

For as long as there have been media, 
there have been those who blame the 
media for society’s ills. Others believe 
that critics are just trying to place the 
blame on a convenient target. How do 
you feel about this debate? Why?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

p Video Case 1.3: Media 
literacy research.

Read more on  
Web comics.
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Air featured a series of ominous woodcuts at the begin-
ning of each chapter. These illustrations may be viewed 
simply as decorations at the beginning of each chapter 
or interpreted as foreshadowing the suffering and peril 
to come.

The cognitive dimension also includes the skills nec-
essary to access the media: using a tablet, accessing 
high-definition programming on your HDTV, or finding 
a book in the library. All of these are learned skills. We 
learn to read in school, learn the meaning of musical cues 
from movies we’ve seen, and learn how to navigate online 
through repeated practice.

The Emotional Dimension. The emotional dimension of media literacy covers the feelings created 
by media messages. Sometimes the emotions can be overwhelming; examples include the fear of a 
young child watching a scary movie or the joy of a parent watching a news story about a child in danger 
being rescued. People often spend time with songs, movies, books, and other media specifically to feel 
the emotions they generate.41 Titanic became a box office champion in large part because of the young 
women who went to see the movie again and again to experience the emotional release it provided.42 
And it is unlikely that the IMAX documentary Everest, Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, or the 2015 feature film 
Everest would have been such commercial successes were it not for the gut-wrenching emotions created 
by both the deaths and the dramatic rescues of the climbers on the mountain.

The Aesthetic Dimension. The aesthetic dimension of media literacy involves interpreting media con-
tent from an artistic or critical point of view. How well is the media artifact produced? What skills were 
used in producing it? How does it compare in quality to other, similar works? Understanding more than 
the surface dimensions of media content can require extensive learning. Into Thin Air was unquestion-
ably a commercial success, and it was largely a critical success as well. But it was also controversial; 
several critics suggested that Krakauer had overdramatized the events that took place on Everest and 
unfairly portrayed one guide as a villain rather than a hero.43 It is through such critical debate that alter-
native views and understandings of media content emerge.

The Moral Dimension. The moral dimension of media literacy consists of examining the values of the 
medium or the message. In a television situation comedy, for example, an underlying message might be 
that a quick wit is an important tool for dealing with problems or that a problem can be solved in a short 
time. In an action movie, the moral lessons may be that violence and authority are needed if one is to 
succeed and that the world is a mean and dangerous place. The moral message of most advertisements 
is that problems can be solved by purchasing something.44 Among the many moral issues raised by Into 
Thin Air is the message that the presence of the media can change the nature of an event.

The New Seven Secrets About the Media  
“They” Don’t Want You to Know
Media literacy is a tricky subject to talk about because few people will 
admit that they really don’t understand how the media operate and 
how messages, audiences, channels, and senders interact. After all, 
since we spend so much time with the media, we must know all about 
them, right? As an example, most students in an introduction to mass 
communication class will claim that the media and media messages 
tend to affect other people far more than themselves. The question 
of media literacy can also become a political question, for which the 
answer depends on whether you are a liberal or a conservative, rich or 
poor, young or old. But the biggest problem in the public discussion 
of media literacy is that certain routine issues get discussed again and 
again, while many big questions are left unasked.
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we go to the movies is to 
experience strong emotions 
such as fear, horror, surprise, 
or romance in a safe 
environment.

Secret 1  The media are essential components of our 
lives.

Secret 2 There are no mainstream media (MSM).
Secret 3  Everything from the margin moves to the 

center.
Secret 4  Nothing’s new: Everything that happened in 

the past will happen again.
Secret 5 All media are social.
Secret 6 Online media are mobile media.
Secret 7 There is no “they.”

The New Seven Secrets About the Media 
“They” Don’t Want You to Know 
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Four edition of this book ago, I first came out with the Seven Secrets About the Media “They” Don’t 
Want You to Know. These were things we don’t typically hear about in the media. Secret things. Perhaps 
it’s because there is no one out there who can attract an audience by saying these things. Or maybe it’s 
because the ideas are complicated, and we don’t like complexity from our media. Or maybe it’s because 
“they” (whoever “they” may be) don’t want us to know them.

But the media world has changed considerably since the secrets were first developed in 2006:

zz Netflix had no streaming service—it was only a DVD-by-mail service.
zz There was no iPhone—the BlackBerry with its little Chiclet keyboard was the height of smartphone 

technology.
zz There were no tablet computers.
zz Cell phone service was typically sold by the minute, and most mobile plans had a limit to the 

number of text messages that were included in the basic plan.
zz Google was in the process of buying a cell phone video sharing service called YouTube created by 

three former PayPal employees.
zz Facebook was only two years old, and use of it was limited to college students.
zz Twitter had not yet reached its first birthday.

Today, my students tell me they watch most of their video using Netflix streaming, virtually all of them 
have a smartphone and several social media accounts, and their most frequent way of going online is 
with a mobile device. So it became clear that it was time to update the Seven Secrets to better match the 
current media world. So here are the new Seven Secrets about the media that “they” don’t want you to 
know—five returning greatest hits and two that are all-new. These key issues of media literacy—which 
don’t get the discussion they deserve—provide a foundation for the rest of the chapters in this book. (And 
just who are “they”? Wait for Secret 7.)

SECRET 1 u The Media Are Essential Components of Our Lives. Critics often talk about the effects 
the media have on us as though the media were something separate and distinct from our everyday lives. 
But conversations with my students have convinced me otherwise. Every semester I poll my students as to 
what media they have used so far that day, with the day starting at midnight. I run through the list: check-
ing Twitter, Facebook, or Pinterest; listening to the radio; checking the weather on a mobile device; binge 
watching Daredevil on Netflix; reading a Nicholas Sparks novel; listening to Pandora on an iPhone; and so 
it goes. In fact, media use is likely to be the most universal experience my students will share. Surveys of 
my students find that more of my morning-class students have consumed media content than have eaten 
breakfast or showered since the day began at midnight. Are the media an important force in our lives? 
Absolutely! But the media are more than an outside influence on us. They are a part of our everyday lives.

Think about how we assign meanings to objects that otherwise would have no meaning at all. Take a 
simple yellow ribbon twisted in a stylized bow. You’ve seen thousands of these, and most likely you know 
exactly what they stand for—“Support Our Troops.” But that hasn’t always been the meaning of the symbol.

The yellow ribbon has a long history in American popular culture. It played a role in the rather rude 
World War II–era marching song “She Wore a Yellow Ribbon.” The ribbon was a symbol of a young woman’s 
love for a soldier “far, far away,” and the lyrics mention that her father kept a shotgun handy to keep the 
soldier “far, far away.” The yellow ribbon was also a symbol of love and faithfulness in the John Ford film She 
Wore a Yellow Ribbon. In the 1970s, the ribbon became a symbol of remembering the U.S. staff in the Iranian 
embassy that had been taken hostage. This meaning came from the song “Tie a Yellow Ribbon ’Round 
the Old Oak Tree,” made popular by the group Tony Orlando and Dawn. The song tells about a prisoner 
coming home from jail hoping that his girlfriend will remember him. She can prove her love by displaying 
the yellow ribbon. The prisoner arrives home to find not one but one hundred yellow ribbons tied to the 
tree. The display of yellow ribbons tied to trees became commonplace in newspaper articles and television 
news stories about the ongoing hostage crisis after the wife of a hostage started displaying one in her yard.

Later, during the 1990–1991 Persian Gulf War, Americans were eager to show their support for the troops 
fighting overseas, even if they did not necessarily support the war itself, and the stylized ribbon started to 
become institutionalized as a symbol of support. The yellow “Support Our Troops” ribbon was followed by 

Read more examples  
of Secret One.
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    19

the red ribbon of AIDS awareness, the pink ribbon of breast cancer awareness, 
and ribbons of virtually every color for other issues. And how do we know the 
meanings of these ribbons? We hear or see them being discussed through our 
media. The meaning is assigned by the creators of a ribbon, but the success 
of the ribbon depends on its meaning being shared through the media. So, do 
the media create the meanings? Not really. But could the meanings be shared 
nationwide without the media? Absolutely not. The media may not define our 
lives, but they do help transmit and disseminate shared meanings from one 
side of the country to the other.45

SECRET 2 u There Are No Mainstream Media (MSM). We often hear 
charges related to perceived sins of the so-called mainstream media. But 
who exactly are these mainstream media? For some, the MSM are the heavy-
weights of journalism, especially the television broadcast networks and the 
major newspapers, such as the New York Times. For others, the MSM are the 
giant corporations that run many of our media outlets. New York University 
journalism professor and blogger Jay Rosen says that the term MSM is often 
used to refer to media we just don’t like—a “them.”46 It isn’t always clear who 
constitutes the MSM, but in general we can consider them to be the old-line 
legacy media—the big-business newspapers, magazines, and television.

But are these old media more in the mainstream than our alternative media? Look at talk radio. 
Afternoon talk radio is dominated by conservative political talk show hosts, such as Rush Limbaugh 
and Sean Hannity. Limbaugh, in particular, is fond of complaining about how the MSM don’t “get it.” But 
how mainstream are the MSM? On a typical evening, CNN will have approximately 495,000 viewers of 
its programming; Fox News will have 1.7 million; MSNBC will have 568,000; and the NBC, CBS, and ABC 
network newscasts will have a combined total of approximately 24 million viewers.47 (The Fox broadcast 
network does not have a network evening news broadcast.) The Rush Limbaugh Show, on the other hand, 
averages 13.5 million listeners a week, and Fox host Sean Hannity’s radio show draws about 12.5 million 
listeners per week.48 (Note that television audiences and radio audiences are measured differently.) So 
which is more mainstream? A popular afternoon radio show with a large daily audience or a television 
news program with a much smaller audience? And then there is Felix Kjellberg—aka PewDiePie—who 
has 100 million unique viewers per month and more than 10 billion total views. What could possibly be 
more mainstream than 100 million viewers?49 Again, these numbers are not directly comparable with 
television ratings—they are much, much bigger. Overall, YouTube claims to have more than 1 billion 
daily users. Most videos don’t get a particularly large viewership, but the combined total is massive.50

So it is largely meaningless to describe one medium as mainstream and another as nonmainstream. 
They are all significant presences in our world. Can we distinguish between old and new media? Perhaps. 
Can we argue that our alternative sources of news and entertainment are any less significant than the 
traditional ones? Absolutely not.

SECRET 3 u Everything From the Margin Moves to the Center. The mass media, both news and 
entertainment, are frequently accused of trying to put forward an extremist agenda of violence, permis-
siveness, homosexuality, drug use, edgy fashion, and nonmainstream values.

People in the media business, be they entertainers or journalists, respond with the argument that they 
are just “keeping it real,” portraying the world as it is by showing aspects of society that some people want 
to pretend don’t exist. They have no agenda, the argument goes; they just want to portray reality.

Now it is true that much of what the media portray that upsets people is real. On the other hand, it is a 
bit disingenuous to argue that movie directors and musicians are not trying for shock value when they use 
offensive language or portray stylized violence combined with graphic sexuality. Think back to any of a 
number of recent horror movies. We all know that teenagers routinely get slashed to ribbons by a psycho 
killer just after having sex, right? Clearly movie producers are trying to attract an audience by providing 
content that is outside of the mainstream.
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Read more examples  
of Secret Two.
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of Secret Three.
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20    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

The problem with the argument between “keeping it real” and “extremist agenda” is that it misses what 
is actually happening. There can be no question that audiences go after media content that is outside of 
the mainstream. By the same token, the more nonmainstream content is presented, the more ordinary it 
seems to become. This is what is meant by Secret 3—one of the mass media’s biggest effects on everyday 
life is to take culture from the margins of society and make it into part of the mainstream, or center. This 
process can move people, ideas, and even individual words from small communities into mass society.

We can see this happening in several ways. Take the 1975 cult movie The Rocky Horror Picture Show 
that tells the story of a gay male transvestite (Dr. Frank-N-Furter) who is building a muscle-bound boyfriend 
(Rocky) for himself when a newly engaged straight couple show up at his castle’s doorstep seeking shelter 
from a storm. While the movie found success as a midnight movie in the counterculture community, it took 
years to move from being considered a flop to being a cult classic.

But in recent years Rocky Horror has moved from being a midnight movie to being a core element of 
popular culture. The Fox Broadcasting show Glee did a Halloween episode in 2010 where the kids in the 
show’s glee club produced the Rocky Horror Picture Show as a high school musical. But the Glee version 
had actress Amber Riley playing the part of Dr. Frank-N-Furter, while the part of Rocky was still played 
by a male actor, Chord Overstreet. Thus, the central plotline went from gay to straight. The Glee version 
also had Frank-N-Furter singing about being from “Sensational, Transylvania” instead of “Transsexual, 
Transylvania.” With these changes, the Rocky Horror Glee Show became a perfect example of Secret 3. 
Rocky Horror started out as a camp musical in the 1970s that found enormous success in the countercul-
ture community. But Glee sanitized it from a celebration of cross-dressing gay culture into a mass-market 
story of straight people playing with gay themes. In 2016, Fox announced the cast for a full remake of Rocky 
Horror designed to air in the fall of 2016 that features trans actress Laverne Cox (of Orange Is the New Black 
fame) as Dr. Frank-N-Furter. Tim Curry, who debuted the role of Frank-N-Furter more than forty years ago, 
will be playing the part of the criminologist-narrator. 51

An alternative approach is to look at how the media accelerate the adoption of activist language into 
the mainstream. Take the medical term intact dilation and extraction, which describes a controversial 
type of late-term abortion. A search of the LexisNexis news database shows that newspapers used the 
medical term only five times over a six-month period. On the other hand, partial-birth abortion, the term 
for the procedure used by abortion opponents, was used in more than 125 stories during the same time 
period. Opponents even got the term used in the title of a bill passed by Congress that outlawed the 
procedure, thus moving the phrase into the mainstream through repeated publication of the bill’s name.

This process is not a product of a liberal or conservative bias by the news media. It’s simply a conse-
quence of the repeated use of the term in the press.

SECRET 4 u Nothing’s New: Everything That Happened in the Past Will Happen Again. Secret 4  
is a little different than the oft-repeated slogan, “Those who ignore the past are doomed to repeat it.” Instead, 
it says that media face the same issues over and over again as technologies change and new people come 
into the business.
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p Laverne Cox starred in Fox’s TV remake of The Rocky Horror Picture Show as the mad scientist/alien/transvestite Dr. 
Frank-N-Furter, replacing Tim Curry (left). The film is easily the most beloved camp cult movie of all time.
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    21

The fight between today’s recording companies and 
file sharers has its roots in the battle between music pub-
lishers and the distributors of player piano rolls in the 
early 1900s. The player piano was one of the first tech-
nologies for reproducing musical performances. Piano 
roll publishers would buy a single copy of a piece of 
sheet music and hire a skilled pianist to have his or her 
performance recorded as a series of holes punched in a 
paper roll. That roll (and the performance) could then 
be reproduced and sold to anyone who owned a player 
piano without further payment to the music’s original 
publisher.52

Then, in 1984, Sony successfully defended itself against a lawsuit from Universal Studios by argu-
ing that it had a right to sell VCRs to the public because there were legitimate, legal uses for the tech-
nology. Universal had protested the sales because the video recorders could be used to duplicate 
its movies. Before long, the studios quit trying to ban the VCR and started selling videocassettes of 
movies directly to consumers at reasonable prices. All of a sudden, the studios had a major new 
source of revenue.53

This can also be seen with the repeated fears of new media technologies emerging over the years. 
In the 1930s, there was fear that watching movies, especially gangster pictures, would lead to preco-
cious sexual behavior, delinquency, lower standards and ideals, and poor physical and emotional 
health. The 1940s brought concern about how people would react to radio programs, particularly 
soap operas.54 Comic books came under attack in the 1950s. The notion that comic books were dan-
gerous was popularized by a book titled Seduction of the Innocent by Dr. Fredric Wertham. Wertham 
also testified before Congress that violent and explicit comic books were a cause of teenage delin-
quency and sexual behavior. The industry responded to the criticism by forming the Comics Code 
Authority and ceasing publication of popular crime and horror comics such as Tales From the Crypt 
and Weird Science.

The 1980s and 1990s saw controversies over offensive rap and rock lyrics.55 These controversies 
reflected widespread concern about bad language and hidden messages in songs. In 2009, pop star 
Britney Spears had a not-so-hidden allusion to the “F word” in her song “If U Seek Amy.” If you speak the 
title aloud, it sounds like you are spelling out F, U, . . . well, you get the picture. Critics were, of course, 
shocked and dismayed at this example of a pop star lowering public taste. Of course, Spears didn’t really 
create her naughty little lyric on her own. Aside from a host of rock and blues singers who have used 
similar lines, Slate writer Jesse Sheidlower notes that James Joyce used the same basic line in Ulysses, 
when he has a group of women sing:

If you see kay

Tell him he may

See you in tea

Tell him from me.

A careful reading of the third line will let you find a second hidden obscenity as well.56

Numerous media critics and scholars have argued that television and movies present a dis-
torted view of the world, making it look like a much more violent and dangerous place than it 
is. More recently, mobile devices have been blamed for a range of social ills, from car accidents 
caused by distracted drivers to promiscuity caused by sexually explicit mobile phone text and 
photo messages.

Why has there been such long-running, repeated concern about the possible effects of the media? 
Media sociologist Charles R. Wright says that people want to be able to solve social ills, and it is easier 
to believe that poverty, crime, and drug abuse are caused by media coverage than to acknowledge that 
their causes are complex and not fully understood.57
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22    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

Writing in 1948, sociologists Robert Merton and Paul 
Lazarsfeld identified four major aspects of public concern 
about the media:

zz Concern that because the media are everywhere, 
they might be able to control and manipulate 
people. This is a large part of the legacy of fear.

zz Fear that those in power will use the media 
to reinforce the existing social structure and 
discourage social criticism. When critics express 
concern about who owns and runs the media, this 
is what they are worried about.

zz Fear that mass entertainment will lower the tastes and standards for popular culture by trying to 
attract the largest-possible audience. Criticism of action movies, soap operas, and wrestling as 
replacements for healthier entertainment, such as Shakespeare’s plays, is at the heart of this concern.
zz The belief that mass entertainment is a waste of time that detracts from more useful activities. 

When your mother told you to turn off the television set and go outside, this was her concern!58 

SECRET 5 u All Media Are Social. No matter what media you are using—whether it be a legacy 
newspaper or television station or a social media channel like Facebook—you are always interacting 
with it at a social level—whether it be face-to-face, with friends on Facebook, or with the entire world 
via Twitter. 

Take, as an example, when your author went to hear President Obama speak at the University of 
Nebraska at Omaha (UNO) campus. I got the expected reactions from friends to the selfie of my wife 
and me standing in line to enter the arena. I also shared news on Twitter about the president’s visit 
from social media guru Dr. Jeremy Lipschultz. And while I was on Dr. Lipschultz’s Twitter page, Omaha 
World-Herald weather reporter Nancy Gaarder tweeted out a photo of me at work. Now, in this case, 
Gaarder and I were interacting because she was sitting behind me and we got to talking face-to-face. 
But this was only the first of many social interactions for the day based on news being shared socially.

As everyone in the arena waited for the president to appear, I tweeted out a photo of the press corps 
area on the floor of the arena, along with the hashtag #POTUSatUNO, one of several in use at the event. 
Before long I picked up a response from Marjorie Sturgeon, a multimedia journalist for Omaha’s Action 
3 News, who noted she could see herself in my photo. Meanwhile, I was sharing news from the Omaha 
World-Herald, UNO student journalists, and other observers. Media recall research tells us that one of the 
best predictors of the news we will remember is the news we talk about. Thus the news we share socially 
will become the news that matters most to us.

When important news breaks, it’s likely we’ll hear about it first through social media. When Navy SEALs 
killed Osama bin Laden in Pakistan in 2011, the news first broke on Twitter with a post by Keith Urbahn, chief 
of staff for former secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld. His tweet read: “So I’m told by a reputable person 

they have killed Osama Bin Laden. Hot damn.”59 This was followed minutes later by 
a tweet from CBS news producer Jill Jackson: “House Intelligence Committee aide 
confirms that Osama bin Laden is dead. U.S. has the body.”60

Meanwhile, the big broadcast and cable news networks were struggling to con-
firm the story before declaring it to be true on the air. Even CBS, Jackson’s own net-
work, waited sixteen minutes more before officially announcing bin Laden’s death. 
As Nicholas Jackson of the Atlantic reported it on the night of the announcement:

With cable news anchors afraid to confirm the news of bin Laden’s death 
before they had multiple sources of their own—Twitter quickly backed up 

with more confirmations, from senior administration officials and others—newspapers 
quickly jumped ahead of the story. As print reporters shared notes and confidential sources 
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Chapter 1 • LIvINg IN A MEDIA WORLD    23

over Twitter, Wolf Blitzer stood in front of a green screen on CNN (he was at home when he got 
the news of Obama’s press conference) and teased the audience: “We have strong suspicions 
of what this news might be.”62

SECRET 6 u Online Media Are Mobile Media. Going online used to mean going someplace where 
there was a computer plugged into an Ethernet cable, but increasingly, going online now means pulling 
out your mobile device. And in many parts of the world, the mobile Internet is the only Internet.

A recent look at media use finds that the adult U.S. population spends 23 percent of their media use 
time with a mobile device, but that Millennials (those age twenty-four and under) spend 33 percent of 
their media time with a mobile device. That stereotypical image of young people always having their 
nose in their phone does have some basis in fact.63 If we look at it from the point of view of the media 
providers, we see that more than half of ESPN’s online audience accessed the sports network’s materials 
using mobile devices.64 

Another way to get a feel for the growing impact of mobile media is to look at the size of the 
audience for various channels. Those that allow people to express themselves publically through 

WHAT DID THE MEDIA’S FUTURE LOOK LIKE IN THE PAST?

F
rom the 1950s to the 1980s, it was fun 

talking about what the “world of 

tomorrow” might look like. From art deco 

skyscrapers, to personal jet packs, to video 

phones, it all sounded pretty exciting. In 1967, 

CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite hosted a 

series called The 21st Century in which he made 

a number of pretty good predictions for what 

home office technology might look like in 2001. 

In 1982, the Institute for the Future published a 

book on what we might expect from electronic 

information technology. As the Pew Research 

Center points out, the report predicted that by 

1998 electronic information services would have 

“relatively widespread penetration. It may not be 

in every home, but it is probably in a neighbor’s 

home, and you might be considering getting it 

yourself.” 61 Pew points out that in reality, about 

25 percent of the United States was online in 

1998. The report also suggested that the 

following would be common:

zz We would each be able to design 
our own custom news feeds.

zz We would be concerned about 
the amount of information 
technology we would be 
revealing about our personal 
lives.

zz We would have access to 
electronic banking.

zz We would be able to call up 
music and video programming on 
demand.

zz We would be able to interact with 
people who are outside our 
existing peer groups that we 
connect to through our electronic 
home information systems.

zz We would be able to vote 
electronically from home in 
elections.

zz We would have access to a wider 
variety of political candidates 
through the electronic information 
system, thus bringing to an end 
the two-party system.

Who are the sources?

Walter Cronkite was one of the most 
respected journalists of the 1960s and 
anchored the top-rated nightly news 
program, and the Institute for the 
Future is a Silicon valley think tank. 
How credible of sources are these? 
Were they capable of making 

predictions about the future? Why or 
why not?

What is the report saying?

What are the major predictions made 
from each of these two reports? What 
did they say our world would look like 
today?

What kind of evidence does the 
study provide?

What kinds of data do the researchers 
use? How do they justify their 
predictions? What evidence do they 
have to back up their predictions? 

How do you or your classmates 
react to these predictions about our 
current media world?

How close do you think these two 
reports came to predicting what our 
media world would be like? What did 
they get right? What did they get 
wrong? What did they miss? What 
surprised you the most about these 
predictions?

TEST YOUR MEDIA LITERACY

Read more examples  
of Secret Six.
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24    PART I • INTRODUCTION TO THE MEDIA

their mobile devices have much bigger audiences than those that call for passive consumption. So 
Facebook has an audience of 1.5 billion, YouTube has 1 billion, and the Super Bowl (on television) has 
an audience of 114 million. Think about it—the Super Bowl has less than a tenth of the audience size 
of Facebook.65

If you look outside the United States, the use of mobile media becomes even more significant. Among 
refugees from Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East, mobile media are the only media people have 
access to. During the Arab Spring movement in Egypt in 2011, much of the news coming out of the country 
was by way of mobile phones.66

Computers and laptops are still important tools for going online, but with the growing power, size, and 
availability of mobile devices, we can now think of online being everywhere/all the time.

SECRET 7 u There Is No “They.” If you listen to media criticism for long, you will hear a pair of words 
used over and over again: they and them. It is easy to take potshots at some anonymous bogeymen—
they—who embody all evil. I even engaged in it at the beginning of this section with the title “The New 
Seven Secrets About the Media ‘They’ Don’t Want You to Know.”

So who are they? No one. Everyone. A nonspecific other we want to blame. Anytime I used “they” in 
a news story, my high school journalism teacher would ask who “they” were. And that’s what you need 
to ask whenever you hear criticism of the media. It isn’t that the criticism is not accurate. It very well may 
be. But it probably applies to a specific media outlet, a specific journalist, a certain song, or a particular 
movie. But we can make few generalizations about an industry so diverse that it includes everything from 
a giant corporation producing the $245 million Star Wars Episode VII: The Force Awakens movie to young 
people posting on Facebook. There are a lot of media out there, but no unified them.

CHAPTER SUMMARY  

Communication takes place at a number of levels, including intra-
personal (within the self), interpersonal (between individuals), group 
(between three or more individuals), and mass (between a single 
sender and a large audience). Mass communication is a commu-
nication process that covers an entire society, in which an individ-
ual or institution uses technology to send messages to a large, 
mixed audience, most of whose members are not known to the 
sender. Mass communication can be examined in terms of the 
process of transmission; the rituals surrounding its consumption; 
the attention its messages draw to persons, groups, or concepts; 
or how audience members create meaning out of media content.

The first communication network was developed by the Roman 
Catholic Church, which could send messages reliably through-
out Europe as early as the twelfth century. In the mid-fifteenth 
century, the development of printing made it possible for books 
and other publications to be mass produced for the first time, 
leading to numerous cultural changes. Books, magazines, news-
papers, and other printed media forms became readily available, 

although they were expensive before steam-driven printing 
presses became common in the nineteenth century.

The electronic media emerged in the mid-nineteenth century with 
the invention of the telegraph, followed by recorded music, radio, 
movies, and television. These media allowed popular culture to be 
produced commercially and to be delivered easily and inexpen-
sively into people’s homes. The first interactive digital communica-
tion network, the Internet, was developed starting in the late 1960s 
but wasn’t available to the general public until the 1990s. Online 
media added a return channel to the mass communication process, 
initiating a much higher level of audience feedback. Online media 
also allowed individuals to disseminate their own ideas and infor-
mation without the costs of a traditional mass medium.

The rapid growth of the mass media has led the public and 
media critics to raise questions about the effects various media 
might have on society and individuals. Scholars have suggested 
that the best way to control the impact of the media in our lives 
is to develop high levels of media literacy—an understanding of 

CHAPTER REVIEW

Read more examples  
of Secret Seven.
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KEY TERMS  

legacy media 4

communication 5

intrapersonal communication 5

interpersonal communication 5

group communication 5

mass communication 6

mass media 7

Sender Message Channel Receiver 
(SMCR) or transmission 
model 7

bloggers 8

message 8

encoding 8

channel 9

receiver 9

decoding 9

heterogeneous audience 11

noise 11

anonymous audience 11

ritual model 12

publicity model 12

reception model 12

media literacy 16

REVIEW QUESTIONS  

1. How has Felix Kjellberg (PewDiePie) managed to 
attract an audience of more than 10 billion YouTube 
views? What makes him so popular?

2. What are the four different levels of communication? 
Explain how many of our interactions with mass 
communication involve several levels of communication.

3. What are the elements that make mass communication 
mass? Would you consider social media like Facebook 
to be mass communication?  Why or why not?

4. Some people compare the development of the 
Internet to the invention of moveable type and the 
printing press.  Do you think they are of comparable 
importance? Why or why not?

5. List two of the Seven Secrets and provide a current 
examples of them from the news.

STUDENT STUDY SITE  

edge.sagepub.com/hanson6e
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what the media are, how they operate, what messages they are 
delivering, what roles they play in society, and how audience 
members respond to these messages. Media literacy includes 
cognitive, emotional, aesthetic, and moral dimensions.

Your text suggests that the following seven principles can guide 
your understanding of how the media operate: (1) The media are 

essential components of our lives, (2) there are no mainstream 
media, (3) everything from the margin moves to the center,  
(4) nothing’s new—everything that happened in the past will 
happen again, (5) all media are social, (6) online media are mobile 
media, and (7) there is no “they.”

Keep up-to-date with content from the author’s blog.Take the chapter quiz.
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