
Glossary

Cross references to other glossary entries are in italics

Access. In a communication process or system, it can refer to the possibility either for 
a sender to reach a chosen audience or for an audience to receive certain messages 
or channels. In practice it mainly relates to the degree of openness of media channels 
to a wide range of voices, especially those with little power or limited resources. An 
example is a ‘public access’ channel provided in a cable system for community or 
non-profit purposes. As a general principle it is related to media diversity.

Active audience. The term arose in the context of revised ideas about the mass audi-
ence. Research established early on that media audiences are in varying degrees 
selective, motivated and resistant to influence. The kind and degree of audience activ-
ity is very relevant to the possibility of any effect from media. Audience activity has 
been studied in more detail within the tradition of uses and gratifications research as 
well as reception analysis. In the latter case, activity is mainly found to reside in dif-
ferential interpretation.

Advertising. Paid publicity in media for goods or services directed at consumers. It 
has various aims including the creation of awareness, making brand images, form-
ing positive associations and encouraging consumer behaviour. There are many 
different categories of advertising, which are linked to different media forms (classi-
fied, display, personal, etc.). For some major media, advertising provides the greater 
part of income. All advertising content shares the fact of being paid for by its source. 
Advertising has been controversial for several reasons, especially the following. It is 
not generally wanted by its receivers; it has a propagandist character and is suspected 
of deception and manipulation; it has a distorting effect on the relation between media 
and audience; its content is stereotyped and misleading; the presence of advertising 
influences other non-advertising content. The general effectiveness of advertising for 
its purposes is more or less accepted, but certain evidence of success or of reasons 
for success is hard to come by. Advertising is integrated into a very large industry of 
market research, public relations, viral advertising and marketing.

Agenda-setting. A process of media influence (intended or unintended) by which the 
relative importance of news events, issues or personages in the public mind are affected 
by the order of presentation (or relative salience) in news reports. It is assumed that 
the more the media attention given to a topic, the greater is the importance attributed 
to it by the news audience. The media influence is not on the direction of opinion but 
only on what people think about. The concept has been mainly applied to political 
communication and election campaigns especially. Despite the near certainty that the 
process does occur as hypothesized, it is not easy to prove, because media take their 
priorities from public opinion as well as from politicians. See also framing.

Attitude. An evaluative disposition of an individual towards an ‘object’ of whatever kind 
(person, idea, group, country, policy, etc.). For measurement purposes it is conceived as 
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a mental set that can be elicited by verbal questioning about concepts related to the 
object of inquiry. Attitudes vary in direction (positive or negative) and in strength, and 
attitude scales have been developed to record these variations. In general an attitude 
is considered as a relatively deep and underlying tendency, linked to personality and 
resistant to change by mass media. A single attitude is generally connected with other 
related attitudes in a consistent way.

Audience. All those who are actually reached by particular media content or media 
‘channels’. The audience can also exist as an imagined ‘target’ or intended group 
of receivers. It may coincide with a real social group or public. Audiences can be 
defined according to the relevant media and content or in terms of their social 
composition, location or time of day. Media audiences are not fixed entities and 
may only be known after the event as statistical abstractions (e.g. ‘the ratings’), 
with a known probability of recurrence. This is typically the view ‘from the media’, 
but there is an equally valid alternative perspective of the audience as a collective 
social-cultural entity.

Bias. Any tendency in a news report to deviate from an accurate, neutral, balanced 
and impartial representation of the ‘reality’ of events and social world according to 
stated criteria. A distinction is usually made between intended and unintended bias. 
The former stems mainly from partisanship, advocacy and the ideological standpoint 
of the medium or source. The latter is generally attributed to organizational and rou-
tine factors in selection and processing of news. See also objectivity.

Birmingham School. Name used to denote a number of authors associated with the 
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the University of Birmingham, 
England, established in the mid-1960s. Original founder was Richard Hoggart, in 
association with Stuart Hall. The work of the school was a major influence firstly in 
the study of popular culture and secondly in the development of critical cultural stud-
ies, including reception analysis and feminist media studies.

Blog. The word is a shortened version of weblog, which indicates its origin as a set of 
diary entries or related content posted on the Internet for a variety of reasons, mostly 
of a personal nature. Most interest centres on those blogs which are intended to play 
a public role of one kind of another, often a commentary on the news. Their relation-
ship with journalism is ambiguous, especially as many journalists publish their own 
blogs, either on their own account or on behalf of the news organizaton. The chance 
for readers to leave comments in an interactive format is a novel feature of the blog 
compared to normal journalism. The influence of blogs is much disputed, since few 
have any large audience of their own, but they represent a significant opening of pub-
lic access and a challenge to institutional control of public information. The word 
‘blogosphere’ has been coined to refer to the whole alternative public communication 
space occupied by non-institutionalized voices.

Broadcasting. The transmission of radio and television signals over air from fixed 
terrestrial transmitters and with limited range, before the advent of cable and satel-
lite systems from the 1970s onwards. Broadcasting was intended for open reception 
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by all within the transmission range and was mainly financed either by advertising 
or by receiver sets or household licences. It was and remains governed by legal and 
regulatory regimes designed to allocate licences and supervise performance. It is vir-
tually the only major medium in public or government ownership in non-socialist 
societies. See public service broadcasting.

Campaign. The planned attempt to influence public opinion, behaviour, attitudes and 
knowledge on behalf of some cause, person, institution or topic, using different media 
over a specific period of time. The main types of campaign are: advertising; political; 
public informational; fund-raising. Public campaigns are usually directed towards 
socially approved goals. They are often based on research and subject to evaluation 
of success.

Catharsis. A type of effect of tragic or violent fiction and drama that leaves the audience 
purged of emotion and released of any urge to be affected by the actions portrayed. 
Originally suggested by Aristotle and taken up by researchers into media violence to 
account for seeming lack of harmful behavioural effects. Although theoretically plausi-
ble, it does not seem to have been specifically demonstrated or measured.

Celebrity. A quality of being extremely well known by the majority, often an object of 
adulation and fandom. In normal circumstances, high, continuing and positive media 
attention is a necessary condition of celebrity. Celebrity status can be based on recog-
nition of distinction in different spheres including sport, entertainment, the arts, sci-
ence, politics and ‘society’. Sometimes media prominence is a sufficient condition, as 
in the concept of ‘being famous for being famous’. Persons who are celebrities are an 
object of gossip and their celebrity can be taken away as well as given by the media.

Censorship. Refers to the control by public authorities (usually church or state) of 
any form of publication or transmission, usually by some mechanism of examining all 
material before publication. Constitutional guarantees of press freedom typically out-
law advance or preventive censorship, although there may be legitimate grounds for 
suppression or even punishment of a publication after the event. The term is loosely 
applied to actions which impede expression, as in references to ‘private censorship’ 
by media editors or owners.

Civil society. The term has been widely used in recent social theory to refer to forms of 
social organization that offer alternatives to totalitarianism or excessive government 
control. The key aspect is the existence of an intermediate ‘zone’ between private life 
and the state, where independent voluntary collective associations and organizations 
can operate freely. A precondition for this is freedom of association and expression, 
including the necessary means, amongst which the media are very important. Free 
media can thus be regarded as an institution of civil society. See also public sphere.

Code. The most common meaning is of a set of laws, regulations or guidelines. When 
applied to mass media, it mainly refers to a set of standards applied in self-regulation 
of content and conduct, for instance in relation to journalism. Professional codes have 
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been adopted by national and international associations of journalists. Codes have 
also been produced and applied in broadcasting and film exhibition, covering such 
matters as the display of violence, advertising, sexual matters, portrayal of crime, 
racism, blasphemy, etc. A new (but related) meaning of code has been introduced to 
describe the precise instructions written into computer programs that can be used to 
limit freedom of use and open up content to surveillance (Lessig, 1999).

Coding (or encoding) and decoding. Broad terms for the production and ‘reading’ of 
texts of all kinds. The reference is less to the use of specific language (verbal or visual) 
than to structures of meaning embedded in or extracted from texts. The terms were 
popularized by Stuart Hall and incorporated in a much cited model of the relation-
ship between media and audience. An important feature of the associated theory is 
that meaning is ‘decoded’ according to the social and cultural position of the receiver. 
Most texts ‘as sent’ are also held to carry some ‘preferred reading’, that is essentially 
ideological, but we can usually expect alternative readings. In the case of news, Stuart 
Hall suggested that interpretations could either take up the preferred ‘hegemonic’ 
meanings, follow some more distanced ‘negotiated’ variant, or reverse the intended 
meaning in an ‘oppositional’ reading. See also ideology.

Cognitive dissonance. The term was coined by Leon Festinger to describe the situa-
tion of an individual faced with new information on a given topic that is inconsistent 
with existing information, attitudes and values. The underlying theory holds that an 
individual seeks balance and consistency of attitudes and values, and consequently 
avoids or misperceives incoming messages (e.g. from mass media) that challenge set-
tled opinions and beliefs. In so far as cognitive consistency dominates, it will limit 
change effects from communication and encourage reinforcement of existing views. 
However, compelling new information from trustworthy sources may overcome the 
barriers indicated and lead to change, but this will require a reassessment of outlook 
over a wide range. Although the theory is sound enough, there is quite a lot of evi-
dence that in matters of public opinion that are not deeply held, people can tolerate 
quite high levels of apparent discrepancy.

Commercialization. A process by which media structures and contents come to 
reflect the profit-seeking goals of media industries and are too much governed by 
market considerations. The main reference is usually to cultural consequences, and 
these always have a negative connotation. Commercialized media content is believed 
to be in varying degrees lacking in independence, ‘inauthentic’, standardized and stereo-
typical, given to sensationalism and personalization. It promotes materialism and con-
sumerism. It is also thought to be less creative and trustworthy. Commercial media 
are suspected of lacking full independence from their owners and advertisers. In 
some contexts the process is also referred to as ‘Americanization’, on the grounds that 
imports of American content are involved, usually coupled with American production 
standards and values. See advertising, tabloidization and commodification.

Commodification. The word originates in Marxist theory, according to which all enti-
ties have a material cash value. In relation to media, two aspects stand out. One is 
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the treatment of all media messages as ‘product’ to be bought or sold in the media 
market, without reference to other criteria of value. The other is that the audience 
can be treated as a commodity to be sold by media to advertisers at so much per head, 
according to ratings and other market criteria. See Marxism.

Communication. The term has many different meanings and definitions, but the cen-
tral idea is of a process of increased commonality or sharing between participants, 
on the basis of sending and receiving ‘messages’. Theoretical disagreement exists 
about whether we should count as communication the transmission or expression of 
some message, on its own, without evidence of reception or effect or completion of a 
sequence. The most important dimensions of communication concern two points: the 
degree of response or feedback (one-way versus interactive process); and the degree 
to which a communication relationship is also a social relationship. In general, mod-
ern technologies increase the possibility and likelihood of detaching communication 
(message transmission or exchange) from any social basis.

Community. An idealized form of human association in which the members share 
boundaries of space, identity and interaction. A community is typically a largish and 
enduring social group based on residence, but it can also be formed on the basis of some 
other significant identity. In its ideal form, community is characterized by a mutual 
liking and assistance and relative equality between members who put the common 
welfare ahead of individual wants.

Computer-mediated communication (CMC). Any communicative transaction that 
takes place by way of a computer, whether online or offline, but especially the former. 
Characteristics include: interactivity in situations where the participants are not phys-
ically together; and possibility for anonymity and concealment while communicating. 
CMC can transgress the social and physical boundaries that normally limit our poten-
tial for communicating with others. Not all CMC features are beneficial. We are more 
exposed to unwanted communication from others. Computer mediation reduces the 
personal character of the experience, and the commonality or community achieved 
in cyberspace may be illusory. Communication mediated by computers connected to 
networks is also more open to various forms of surveillance.

Connectivity. Essentially, the capacity of a network to link participants together in a 
common space of communication. As such, it is also an attribute of groups and commu-
nities that can vary according to the density of network links, the frequency of use and 
thus the strength and surability of ties. The Internet and other personal communication 
media can achieve much higher degrees of connectivity than traditional mass media.

Content analysis. A technique for the systematic, quantitative and objective descrip-
tion of media texts, that is useful for certain purposes of classifying output, looking for 
effects and making comparisons between media and over time or between content and 
‘reality’. Content analysis is not well suited to uncovering the underlying meaning of 
content, although it can provide certain indicators of ‘quality’ of media.



Glossary

Constructionism. An approach to the study of meaning and media effect that rests on 
the assumption that there is no uniquely correct and fixed version of the ‘real world’. 
Reality can only be apprehended and communicated about by way of selectively per-
ceived versions that are dependent on the attitudes, interests, knowledge and experi-
ence of the perceiver. The effects of communication about some aspect of ‘reality’ will 
depend on a negotiation of meaning between the participants in the circumstances of 
the moment. It makes no sense to search for direct effects in the sense of transfer of 
meaning from a source to a receiver.

Convergence. The process of coming together or becoming more alike. It is usually 
applied to the convergence of media technologies as a result of digitalization (compu-
terization). The distinctive physical characteristics of media cease to matter, at least for 
purposes of production, processing and transmission. The contemporary trend of con-
vergence has been used as an argument for media deregulation, since most regulatory 
regimes are linked to specific technologies (e.g. printing, broadcasting, cable, projection, 
etc). Despite the potential at the reception ‘end’ for convergence on a single apparatus, 
diversification seems to increase.

Convergence culture. A new concept introduced to describe the cultural consequences 
of technological convergence. In its broadest terms, it refers to the new situation in 
which work, life and play are increasingly intermingled and overlapping, without sepa-
rate compartments of time and space. Its most specific manifestation in relation to the 
mass media is the coming together of two trends: one from the media to encourage 
engagement and participation of audiences and users in new interactive forms of com-
munication; the other is the trend on the part of the public to become media producers 
and communicators, as enabled by the new technology. The most striking result is the 
appearance of new forms of media in which production and consumption are blurred 
and the line between amateur and professional fades. The terms ‘prosumer’ and 
‘produser’ have appeared to reflect a new role in the spectrum of media life. Wikipedia, 
the ‘blogosphere’, Myspace and YouTube are primary sites where the new trends can be 
observed, but there are many others.

Copyright. Means essentially the recognition of the ownership rights of authors in their 
own published works. This was achieved long after the invention of printing. The issue 
of copyright (more broadly, intellectual property rights) has been much complicated by 
the extension of copyright claims to new categories of ‘author’ and new forms of media 
and publication and republication, especially in electronic form. The Internet changes 
the nature of publishing and has opened up an extensive and disputed territory.

Critical theory. A general term for late Marxist versions of the part played by the 
mass media in maintaining a dominant ideology or hegemony. The origins are usually 
found in the work of the Frankfurt School, but there are several variants, especially 
the cultural and the political economy forms. The first of these has been associated 
with structuralist and semiological interpretations of texts (hermeneutics generally) 
and also with audience reception analysis and ethnography. The second has generally 
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engaged with issues of structure and ownership and control of the media. Critical 
theory is often regarded as an alternative to empirical, behaviourist or ‘scientific’ 
approaches to the study of mass media. It is by definition normative, involving notions 
of an alternative and better form of society and media system.

Cultivation analysis. Term given to a particular type of media effect research, devel-
oped by George Gerbner. The underlying process is one of ‘acculturation’, meaning 
that people gradually come to accept the view of the world as portrayed on television 
(in particular) as a true representation of reality and adapt their hopes, fears and 
understandings accordingly. The main method of cultivation analysis is to chart the 
dominant ‘television view of reality’ in fiction and news and compare this with the 
views expressed by audience members, according to their degree of habitual expo-
sure. The hypothesis is that the more people view television, the more their ideas 
correspond with the ‘television view’.

Cultural imperialism. A general expression for the tendency of global media indus-
try exporters (especially from the USA) to dominate the media consumption in other 
smaller and poorer countries and in so doing impose their own cultural and other values 
on audiences elsewhere. Not only content is exported, but also technology, production 
values, professional ideologies and ownership. The analogy is with historical imperial-
ism where the means were military and economic power. Explicitly or implicitly, it is 
assumed that cultural imperialism leads to dependence, loss of autonomy and a decline 
in national or local cultures. Some latitude exists as to whether the process is deliberate 
and about the degree to which it is involuntary at the receiving end. The concept is a 
fairly crude one, but it has a strong resonance.

Cultural studies. A branch of theory and research that overlaps with the media and 
communication field but has a much wider reference to all forms of cultural experi-
ence and symbolic expression. It has been distinguished by a critical and humanistic 
orientation and also a strong focus on ‘popular culture’, especially of youth. It origi-
nated in Britain, but is now international in scope, very diverse and largely independ-
ent of media and communication studies. See Birmingham School.

Culture. In the present context it has a primary reference to the symbolic artefacts pro-
duced by media industries, but it also has a wider reference to customs, practices and 
meanings associated with the mass communication process (production and recep-
tion). It is sometimes used to refer to the wider framework of beliefs, ideology, and so 
on, of society (the ‘superstructure’) that provides the context of media operation.

Cyberspace. This term is now very widely used to refer to the metaphorical space 
occupied by the World Wide Web and the Internet. It was first coined by William 
Gibson in 1984 to describe the world of cybernetics. It has no very precise meaning 
but, in contemporary usage, cyberspace is imagined by its inhabitants to be free from 
many of the constraints of real space, besides laws and regulations. The reality of 
cyberspace is turning out to be somewhat different than dreamt of by its creators and 
is certainly not technically beyond the reach of regulation as was once assumed.
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Denotation. A term from semiology, referring to the direct literal signification of 
the meaning of some referent by linguistic or visual symbols. It is contrasted with 
connotation.

Diffusion of innovations. The process of spreading any kind of new technical device, 
idea or useful information. It generally follows an S-shaped pattern, with a slow start, 
an acceleration of adoption and a long tail. The ‘early adopters’ tend to be untypical 
in terms of social composition and communication behaviour. The mass media have 
been found to play a secondary role in influencing diffusion, with personal communi-
cation, example and known authority sources being primary. The media themselves 
provide typical examples of innovations that fit the S-curve pattern of diffusion.

Diffusion of news. Process whereby awareness of ‘events’ is spread through a popula-
tion either by mass media or via personal, word of mouth contact with or without media 
involvement. Key questions concern the degree and speed of public diffusion in relation 
to actual or types of events and also the relative weight of media and personal sources in 
achieving the outcome.

Digital divide. A term now widely used to apply to the various inequalities opened up 
by the development of computer-based digital means of communication. The new ine-
qualities derive from the relatively large cost of equipment, dependence on advanced 
infrastructure and the higher skills needed to communicate. These inequalities arise 
between persons, social groups and national societies, for the most part following 
familiar fault lines. See also knowledge gap.

Digitalization. General word for the computerization of all data transmission, storage 
and processing employing the binary code, and as such the basis for convergence of 
media. It is currently best known in reference to the replacement of analogue by dig-
ital transmission of television signals, leading to a large increase in potential channel 
capacity and scope for interactivity.

Discourse analysis. Applies to all forms of language use and textual forms, but the 
essential idea is that communication occurs by way of forms of ‘text and talk’, adapted 
to particular social locations, topics and kinds of participant. These are sometimes 
known as ‘interpretative communities’. ‘Critical discourse analysis’ investigates the 
dominance exerted and expressed through linguistic forms that are vehicles for car-
rying socially prevailing sentiments and ideologies.

Diversity. In simple terms, it is no more than the degree or range of difference on 
any chosen dimension: the more difference, the more diversity. When applied to mass 
media it can relate to structures of ownership and control, to content as produced 
and transmitted and to audience composition and content choices. Each of these 
can be empirically assessed in terms of diversity. Diversity is associated with access, 
freedom, choice, change and equality. It stands as a positive value in opposition to 
monopoly, uniformity, conformity and consensus.
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Effects of media. The consequences or outcomes of the working of, or exposure to, 
mass media, whether or not intended. They can be sought at different levels of social 
analysis. There are many types of effect, but it is usual to distinguish at least between 
effects that are behavioural, attitudinal (or affective) and cognitive. Effects are dis-
tinct from ‘effectiveness’, which relates to the efficiency of achieving a given commu-
nicative objective.

Empathy. An attitude or orientation of sympathy and understanding towards oth-
ers, especially with reference to casualties and victims of society and those who are 
stigmatized, marginalized and excluded. It is one of the informal roles adopted by the 
media, especially in journalism, documentary and realistic drama, to encourage pub-
lic empathy. It can be achieved by reporting on its own, without conscious advocacy.

Entertainment. Describes a main branch of media production and consumption, 
covering a range of formats that generally share the qualities of attracting, amus-
ing, diverting and ‘taking people out of themselves’. It also refers to the process of 
diversion itself, and in this sense it can also relate to the genres that are not usually 
regarded as entertaining, such as news, advertising or education. It is often perceived 
as problematic when addiction to entertainment excludes informational uses of media 
or when the ‘entertainment’ mode invades the sphere of reality content – especially 
news, information and politics, as it seems increasingly to do. The term ‘infotainment’ 
has been coined to describe the result.

Fandom. The phenomenon stimulated in response to media celebrities, implying 
intense attachment to and involvement in the achievements and personal lives of star 
performers, especially in music and popular entertainment. It is often perceived as 
associated with irrationality and loss of touch with reality.

First Amendment. The First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States 
was enacted in 1791 and it outlawed Congressional (i.e. federal government) interfer-
ence in or regulation of freedom of speech, religion and the press, etc. It has become 
a shorthand term to cover all matters of freedom of expression and opinion in the 
United States, often involving the mass media. Many other countries have equivalent 
constitutional provisions, although they are usually expressed in terms of the rights 
of citizens. The way the First Amendment is formulated has tended to identify gov-
ernment as the arch-enemy of freedom, strongly associating free media with the free 
market. See freedom of the press.

Fourth Estate. A term attributed by the historian Thomas Carlyle to the eighteenth- 
century polemicist Edmund Burke and applicable to the press gallery of the English 
House of Commons. Burke asserted that the power of the press was at least equal to that 
of the other three ‘estates of the realm’ – lords, commons and clergy. It became a conven-
tional term for journalists in their role as reporters of and watchdogs on government.

Fragmentation. In respect of the media audience, refers to the general decline of the 
mass audience for newspapers and dominant television channels, brought about by 
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multiplication of new media forms and television channels. There are many smaller 
and more temporary audiences. Fragmentation has been thought to reduce the power 
of mass media generally, although many smaller audiences does not necessarily mean 
greater true diversity.

Framing. A term with two main meanings. One refers to the way in which news con-
tent is typically shaped and contextualized by journalists within some familiar frame 
of reference and according to some latent structure of meaning. A second, related 
meaning concerns the effect of framing on the public. The audience is thought to 
adopt the frames of reference offered by journalists and to see the world in a similar 
way. This process is related to priming and agenda-setting.

Frankfurt School. The name applied to the group of scholars who originally worked 
in the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research and emigrated to the USA after the Nazis 
came to power. The central project of the group was the critical analysis of mod-
ern culture and society in the Marxist tradition. The main figures included Theodor 
Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse and Leo Lowenthal. They were all very 
influential in the development of critical theory in North America and Europe after 
the Second World War and especially in media and cultural studies. Their pessimistic 
view of ‘mass culture’ was, paradoxically, one stimulus to a later revalidation of popu-
lar cultural forms.

Freedom of information (or communication). Freedom of information has a broad 
meaning that covers all aspects of public expression and transmission of, and access 
to, all manner of content. It has been advanced as a human right that should be guar-
anteed internationally and not just within a society. In a narrow sense it usually refers 
to public rights of access to information of public interest or relevance held by various 
kinds of authority or official agency.

Freedom of the press. A fundamental principle of individual, political and human 
rights that guarantees in law the right of all citizens to publish without advance cen-
sorship or permission by authority, or fear of reprisal. It has to be exercised within 
the limits of law and to respect the rights of others. In practice, freedom of the press is 
often limited by (economic) barriers of access to the means of publication. The right 
is usually regarded as fundamental to political democracy. It is related to, but distinct 
from, freedom of expression, opinion or belief and also freedom of information and the 
First Amendment.

Functional analysis. In relation to mass communication, this mode of early- 
twentieth-century sociological theory treats the working of mass media as in some 
sense necessary to the ‘normal’ operation of any social system (society). The main 
‘function’ attributed to the media is to contribute to social cohesion and integration. In 
this light, the effects of media can be treated as either functional (positive) or dysfunc-
tional (negative) for individuals, groups or society. The theory has largely been dis-
carded as offering no analytic purchase and being unable to deal adequately with social 
conflict and change, when ‘normality’ is itself problematic. Even so, it still provides a 
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general orientation to some larger questions of social process, such as integration and 
interdependence.

Gatekeeping. General term for the role of initial selection and later editorial process-
ing of event reports in news organizations. News media have to decide what ‘events’ to 
admit through the ‘gates’ of the media on grounds of their ‘newsworthiness’ and other 
criteria. Key questions concern the criteria applied and the systematic bias that has 
been discerned in the exercise of the role. See also portal.

Genre. Essentially just a word for any main type or category of media content. It can 
also apply to certain subcategories of theme or plot in fiction, film, drama, etc. It is 
useful for analysis because many genres embody certain ‘rules of encoding’ that can 
be manipulated by their producers and also certain ‘rules for decoding’ that allow 
audiences to develop appropriate expectations and ‘read’ texts as intended.

Globalization. The overall process whereby the location of production, transmission 
and reception of media content ceases to be geographically fixed, partly as a result of 
technology, but also through international media structure and organization. Many cul-
tural consequences are predicted to follow, especially the delocalizing of content and 
undermining of local cultures. These may be regarded as positive when local cultures 
are enriched by new impulses and creative hybridization occurs. More often they are 
viewed as negative because of threats to cultural identity, autonomy and integrity. The 
new media are widely thought to be accelerating the process of globalization.

Gossip. A form of news characterized by its reference to personalities and its uncer-
tain origin and reliability. Its main habitat is in personal conversation, but it provides 
the basis for a media genre found mainly in newspapers and magazines. Here the con-
tent focuses on celebrities (mainly the rich and famous). Differs from rumour, which 
often deals with highly significant news and travels faster and more completely in the 
relevant population. See also human interest.

Governance. A general term to cover all forms of control, regulation and guidance 
applied to some institutional process, involving multiple agencies, formal and infor-
mal, public and private. It has become common to use the term in relation to media 
structures that are typically organized in the form of networks open to many inputs 
and not fully hierarchical or autocratic, in keeping with the cultural and social roles 
fulfilled.

Hegemony. A term introduced by the early-twentieth-century Italian Marxist the-
orist Antonio Gramsci to describe a certain kind of power that arises from the all-
embracing ideological tendencies of mass media to support the established power 
system and exclude opposition and competing values. In brief it is a kind of dominant 
consensus that works in a concealed way without direct coercion.

Human interest. A type of news story or format that focuses on personal actions 
and consequences, employs dramatic, humorous or narrative styles, and usually deals 
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with matters close to everyday emotions and experience. It is associated with com-
mercialization and also with tabloidization.

Hybridization. The process whereby new cultural forms are forged out of disparate 
elements, especially a combination of alien or imported forms and local or traditional 
cultures. Associated with globalization.

Hype. A new term for an old news phenomenon. It describes a ‘news wave’ that occurs 
where a certain topic of the moment receives overwhelming and continuing news 
coverage from all media at the same time. It starts with a single news event of unusual 
clarity and audience appeal and is pursued beyond its objective significance or infor-
mation value and beyond the normal life of such an event, with journalists seeking 
more and more marginal new information to keep it alive. The conditions of a hype to 
occur can include a relative shortage of other newsworthy items. A related phenom-
enon is that of ‘pack journalism’, where all media relentlessly pursue the same story 
in much the same way.

Icon. A type of sign that has a clear physical likeness to what it stands for. Different 
media can employ iconic signs, but usually they are depicted, reproduced or sculpted 
images of people, things or scenes. Early letter systems (hieroglyphs) made much 
use of icons. Photography has to rely almost entirely on icons to communicate mean-
ing, since the first meaning of a photograph is the object photographed. More loosely, 
icon is sometimes used to refer to a person or piece of work so distinguished that it 
becomes the standard image.

Identity. Specific characterization of person, place, and so on by self or others, accord-
ing to biographical, social, cultural or other features. Communication is a necessary 
condition for forming and maintaining identity. By the same token, it can weaken or 
undermine it. Mass communication is only one amongst several contributory factors.

Ideology. Generally refers to some organized belief system or set of values that is 
disseminated or reinforced by communication. While mass media do not typically 
set out deliberately to propagate ideology, in practice most media content (of all 
kinds) does so implicitly by selectively emphasizing certain values and norms. This 
is referred to as a ‘preferred reading’ in the theory of coding and decoding. Often 
these reflect the national culture that provides the context of the media system, 
but also the class position and the outlook of those who own, control and make 
media.

Information. In a broad sense, the content (messages) of all meaningful communi-
cation is information. More narrowly (but still loosely), information usually refers to 
verifiable and thus reliable factual data about the ‘real world’. This includes opinions 
as well as reports about the facts of the world. Even more narrowly and precisely, 
information may be equated with communicated ‘data’ that do (or can) enable dis-
criminations to be made in some domain of reality and thus ‘reduce uncertainty’ for 
the receiver.
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Information society. A term widely used to describe contemporary society in terms 
of what is thought to be its most central driving force or source of productive power, 
namely information of all kinds. The justification for this assumption derives from the 
seeming dependence of much of modern life, materially as well as culturally, on the 
production, handling and application of information and on the operation of complex 
networks of communication. The information and communication technology sector 
appears to have become the chief source of wealth in more economically advanced 
societies.

Infotainment. A term coined to capture the intermingling of information and enter-
tainment that characterized mass television in the later twentieth century. It seemed 
particularly applicable to the forms of news that were feared would result from 
the extensive privatization of broadcasting in Europe and increased competition 
for mass audiences. The term is generally used pejoratively, with the implication of 
‘dumbing-down’ and the inevitable dilution and greater superficiality of news and 
information. It has analogies with the idea of tabloidization affecting newspapers. 
With reference to political communication, it is also related to the triumph of media 
logic over party logic.

Inscribed reader. Derives from the tendency of media communicators to shape their 
text according to an imagined or predefined audience, with certain characteristics of 
background, taste, interest, capacity, etc. To a certain extent the ‘intended’ audience 
can be read from the text. It is more typically a feature of mass communication than, 
say, artistic creation.

Interactivity. The capacity for reciprocal, two-way communication attributable to a 
communication medium or relationship. Interactivity allows for mutual adjustment, 
co-orientation, finer control and greater efficiency in most communication relation-
ships and processes. The single most defining feature of ‘new media’ is their degree 
of interactivity, made increasingly possible by digitalization.

Internet. The worldwide system of interconnected networks, using the telecommunications 
infrastructure, that now supports a large number of types of computer-based communica-
tion exchanges, including consultation of databases, websites and homepages, conversa-
tional interactions, e-mail, many kinds of electronic commerce and financial transactions. 
The Internet is gradually taking over many functions of ‘traditional’ mass media (e.g. adver-
tising, news and information). Access to the Internet is still restricted by costs to the user, plus 
barriers of language, culture and computer literacy.

Interpretative community. A term originating in linguistics that describes the set of 
users of a given language or cultural code, among whom there will be shared under-
standing of texts and symbols. When applied to a media audience, it usually relates to a 
particular group of fans or devotees formed around some performance, performer or 
work, among whom similarly there is a large measure of shared values, interests and 
meanings. Such communities usually arise spontaneously and are not exclusive. They 
are also encouraged to form for purposes of publicity.
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Intertextuality. Refers to the tendency for different media texts to refer to each other 
at different levels and across genres, and also the process by which ‘readers’ make 
meaningful connections across formal boundaries of texts and genres. The connec-
tions extend from media texts to material objects of consumption by way of branding 
and merchandising. Advertising makes much deliberate use of intertextual connec-
tions. Conversational texts of media audiences extend the influence of the original 
texts into everyday life and language.

Journalism. Literally taken, this refers to the product or the work of professional 
‘news people’. As product it typically means informational reports of recent or current 
events of interest to the public. In this sense, journalism is another word for ‘news’, 
with its many typical and familiar features, especially the aim of being up to date, rele-
vant, credible and interesting to a chosen audience. As a work process, journalism has 
mixed connotations, reflecting uncertainty about the status of the profession. There 
are several styles and schools of journalism differentiated by purpose and audience 
and also by national media cultures.

Knowledge gap. A term coined to refer to the structured differences in information 
levels between groups in society. The original promise of mass communication was 
that it would help to close the gaps between the ‘information rich’ and the ‘informa-
tion poor’. The concept has stimulated research to investigate how far this has hap-
pened and what types of media use and other conditions are associated with such an 
‘effect’ (or its reversal). The dominant outcome has been that newspapers have been 
better at closing gaps than television. Current expectations are that new media are 
more likely to widen than to close gaps because of their differential availability to the 
already better informed.

Libel. Refers to the offence in law (as it usually is) of defaming another person in a 
published work by way of derogatory references that cause either damage to the per-
son’s reputation or material harm to their interests or both. The truth or otherwise 
of the defamatory reference is not directly relevant, although it does count for some-
thing legally, depending on the jurisdiction.

Lifestyle. The idea has a long history in commercial market research and has affinities 
with theories of taste and family background developed by Pierre Bourdieu. It refers 
to patterns of personal consumption and tastes of all kinds that are generally self-
chosen but also shared with some others. They can be relatively independent of social 
class and material circumstances although they are likely to be shaped by a number 
of external factors, amongst which income is certainly one, along with age, education, 
social milieu and outlook. A lifestyle may be a way of expressing an individual identity, 
but for media it can also be a way of constructing and managing consumer markets. 
See also taste culture.

Marxism. Theory of society based on the work of Karl Marx, according to whom human 
progress takes place on the basis of conflict between succeeding ‘classes’, whose domi-
nant power depends on ownership of the current main factor of production (e.g. land, 
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raw material, capital or labour). The dominant class exploits other classes in order 
to maximize profit and output. The relevance for mass communication lies in the 
proposition that the media are an ideological asset that can be used to defend, or 
attack, a dominant class position. In Marx’s own time and later, the mass media were 
owned and operated in the interests of the dominant class. This remains an issue to 
be determined.

Mass. The term describes a very large but amorphous set of individuals that engage 
in similar behaviour, under external influence, and are viewed by their would-be 
manipulators as having little or no separate identity, forms of organization or power, 
autonomy, integrity or self-determination. It represents one view of the media audi-
ence. It is used with the same negative connotations in a number of related expres-
sions, including mass behaviour, mass opinion, mass consumption, mass culture, mass 
society, and so on, and of course ‘mass communication’ itself.

Mass culture. When current (approximately 1930–70), this term described the ‘cul-
ture of the masses’, generally meaning ‘lower’ forms of entertainment and fiction 
appealing to the uneducated and ‘uncultured’ majority, as opposed to the ‘high culture’ 
of the majority. Cultural change and new perceptions of popular culture have changed 
the meaning of the term and made it largely redundant or undesirable. When current it 
was more ideological (upholding elite cultural values) than empirically valid, since all 
but a small minority tended to participate in at least some aspects of ‘mass culture’.

Mass society. A form of society theoretically identified as dominated by a small 
number of interconnected elites who control the conditions of life of the many, often 
by means of persuasion and manipulation. The term was first applied both to the 
post-war United States by radical critics (especially C. Wright Mills) and also by politi-
cal theorists to the European societies that fell under the spell of fascism and commu-
nism. Large-scale and centralized forms of social organization are typical, accompa-
nied by feelings of anomie and powerlessness. The mass media are necessary instru-
ments for achieving and maintaining mass society.

Media accountability. A composite term for the idea, and the associated processes 
for realizing it, that media can and should be held to account for the quality, means 
and consequences of their publishing activities to society in general and/or to other 
interests that may be affected. This brings accountability into potential conflict with 
freedom. The idea of media accountability is sometimes, though not necessarily, asso-
ciated with ideas of social responsibility. It does presuppose some mutual relationship 
between media senders and receivers. It is also closely linked to the idea of there 
being a public interest in the media.

Media concentration. The coming together of media organizations to form larger 
units either by vertical or by horizontal integration of firms. The former refers to join-
ing of various sequences in the media process (e.g. paper production, printing, pub-
lishing and selling of books), the latter to conglomeration of firms at the same stage 
in the sequence. Both lead to greater monopoly and less diversity. Concentration can 
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also take place within the same national market or transnationally. The usual main 
reference is to concentration of ownership, although it is possible for there to be vary-
ing levels of concentration of different work processes in a media conglomerate.

Media ethics. Principles of good conduct for media practitioners, bearing in mind the 
public role of the media in a given society, as well as the claims of individuals. The relevant 
conduct relates especially to the ways in which information is obtained and to decisions 
about what and how to publish, especially bearing in mind the consequences that might 
follow for all concerned. In non-informational content areas, there are also numerous eth-
ical issues, although these are less likely to have been codified or play a part in decision-
making. The claim of journalism to be a profession depends to some degree on the volun-
tary development and acceptance of ethical standards. See media accountability.

Media event. The specific idea was conceived by Dayan and Katz (1992), although 
the notion of ‘pseudo-event’ had already been used (Boorstin, 1961) to refer to events 
created by the media or minor events without substance that owed their apparent 
significance to media attention or ‘hype’. Dayan and Katz’s concept identifies a par-
ticular media genre, one they say is unique to television. For a televised occasion to 
count as a ‘media event’, certain conditions have to be met: unusual events of great 
symbolic or historic importance, such as coronations or state visits; live coverage; 
extramedia sponsorship; a high degree of preplanning; reverence and ceremony in 
presentation; an emphasis on national sharing and celebration; and having an appeal 
to very large (often international) audiences.

Media logic. Usually refers to a set of interrelated values that are believed by pro-
ducers to constitute good (i.e. successful) practice and professionalism for a given 
medium for given purposes, or believed by observers to be operating unconsciously. 
While different media (e.g. radio, film, newspapers) may have different logics, there 
are a few central recurring components, especially: personalization, sensationalism 
(appeal to senses and emotions), drama and action, conflict, spectacle, high tempo. 
These attributes are thought to widen appeal and increase attention and involvement. 
The term is usually used by critics with the implication that media logic exalts form 
over substance and conflicts with goals of being informative, or otherwise conveys 
deeper meaning or reflection. In relation to politics, it is held that media logic detracts 
from substance and conviction.

Mediatization. The process by which the mass media come to affect many other areas 
of society, especially institutions with a public role, such as politics, justice, health, 
education, religion. Observation suggests that many public activities are now under-
taken with a high regard for how they can gain access to publicity on favourable terms 
and with maximum impact. The term implies that activity may often be distorted, 
with timing, priorities and meanings being adapted to the requirements of the media 
and to media logic.

Medium theory. The type of theory that attributes causal influence to the intrinsic 
character of a given medium of communication, distinctive by its technology and 
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capability for carrying meaning. Although technological determinism along these lines 
is the most common form taken by medium theory, each medium has other attributes 
besides the technology that affect how it will be applied to communicative purpose 
and also how it will be perceived and actually experienced. Media develop within 
particular institutional settings and cultural settings that have effects independent of 
technology. Medium theory is most commonly identified with the Toronto School. 

Moral panic. The term was first applied by the criminologist Jock Young to sudden 
expressions of often irrational mass anxiety and alarm directed at ‘crime waves’ or 
other supposed evidence of disorder and social breakdown (including promiscuity 
and immigration). The media are implicated through their tendency to amplify such 
‘panics’. They are also sometimes objects of moral panics, when alarm at their harm-
ful effects suddenly gains currency (e.g. in the form of crime waves, suicides or riot-
ing). New media, such as computer games and the Internet, tend to generate some 
degree of panic at alleged harm to their (young) users.

Network. Any interconnected set of points, which could be persons, places, organiza-
tions, machines, and so on. In communication, interest focuses on the flow of informa-
tion through the ‘lines’ of a network, with particular reference to their carrying capacity 
and interactivity, and of course to whom or what one is connected more or less tightly 
and exclusively. Compared with other types of organized human association, networks 
are less hierarchical and more flexible and informal. The term ‘network society’ has 
been coined by theorists (e.g. Castells and van Dyke) as an alternative way of expressing 
the reality of the information society.

News. The main form in which current information about public events is carried 
by media of all kinds. There is a great diversity of types and formats as well as cross-
cultural differences, but defining characteristics are generally held to be timeliness, 
relevance and reliability (truth value). See also journalism.

Newspaper. Traditionally this has referred to a print media form appearing regularly 
(usually not less than once a week), containing (at least) reliable reports of recent or 
ongoing events of general interest and offered for public sale. Associated characteristics 
are usually independence or transparency of ownership and editing and a geographi-
cal range of coverage and circulation. Variant forms have emerged, including the ‘free 
newspaper’ paid for by advertising, and more recently the ‘electronic newspaper’ that is 
offered online and lacks the limits of time and location of the traditional newspaper.

News values. The criteria applied by journalists and editors in news organizations 
to determine whether or not to carry particular items of news. In commercial media, 
the consensus ‘value’ is whether or not the item concerned is likely to interest a 
potential audience. However, there are other sources of value, including a judgement 
of intrinsic significance or the pull or pressure of influential interests other than the 
audience.
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Non-verbal communication. The term refers primarily to non-verbal (vocal or 
non-vocal) communication between persons, rather than to media that use music or 
images, for instance. Non-verbal communication is sometimes called ‘paralinguistic’ 
or ‘prelinguistic’. Non-verbal human communication often adds to or extends verbal 
communication. Although the lack of codification and rules for non-verbal communi-
cation make it less than a language, there are often agreed meanings in a particular 
culture attaching to noises, gestures, postures, and the like that are characteristic of 
much non-verbal communication.

Normative theory. Refers to theory about how media ought to operate, rather than 
theory seeking to describe and explain how they actually operate or to predict out-
comes of the way media operate (especially effects). The latter kind of theory might 
be described as objective or scientific theory. Normative theory applies primarily to 
the relationship between media and society and deals with claims on the part of the 
media, especially in respect of their freedom, and also claims on the part of society. 
See freedom of the press and social responsibility.

Objectivity. A theoretically contested term applied to news, although in ‘common-
sense’ terms it sums up a number of the qualities that make for trust and reliability on 
the part of the news audience. These include factual accuracy, lack of bias, separation 
of fact from comment, transparency about sources, and not taking sides. The reasons 
for controversy about the term stem mainly from the view that true objectivity is 
unattainable and it is misleading to pretend otherwise. In brief, all news is said to be 
ideological, and objectivity is held by critics to be another ideology. The requirements 
of objectivity make it possible for sources to manipulate the news and only serve to 
conceal bias, whether this is intended or unintended.

Opinion leader. A term introduced by Elihu Katz and Paul Lazarsfeld, in early research 
into the influence of mass media, to describe the social role of persons who influence 
the thinking or behaviour of others in informal social relationships. The identifying 
characteristics vary according to the ‘topic’ of influence and social setting, but the 
people concerned are generally better informed, make more use of mass media and 
other sources, are gregarious and are likely to be respected by those they influence. 
The failure of early research to find ‘direct’ effects from mass media was attributed 
in part to the variable and often invisible contribution of opinion leaders (known as 
‘personal influence’).

Parasocial interaction. A term for the pseudo-interaction that can take place between 
individuals in audiences and fictional characters or media personalities. Some degree of 
loss of contact with reality is involved, and it may be the basis for influence on behaviour.

Phonogram. A convenient, though not very much used, term for all forms of recorded 
and personally replayed music, which were originally (almost) only available via the 
‘gramophone’, previously ‘phonograph’, later ‘record-player’. The word covers records, 
tapes and discs of all kinds.
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Political economy. The original word for theoretical economics, but for some time 
used by critical theorists working in the neo-Marxist tradition to refer to a general 
view of media and society in which material (economic) factors play a determining 
role and in which politics is primarily about economic power.

Pornography. Used loosely to describe media content that involves description or 
display of explicit sexual themes and scenes that go beyond the normally accepted 
threshold for public acceptability with reference to offence or perceived harm (in par-
ticular to children or women, who are victimized in some forms of pornography). It 
is presumed that the main aim of media pornography (as shared with the audience) 
is sexual arousal. Publication of pornography is defined differently as an offence (or 
not) in different jurisdictions.

Portal. Can apply to any one of several different kinds of access point into ‘cyberspace’ 
(as when seeking to connect) or from it (as when searching for some information). In 
general a gateway to the Internet, with the main reference being to one or other of 
the following: a major media provider, such as Yahoo or Google; a particular search 
engine; a social network site such as YouTube; a specific website for certain kinds of 
content; a community or network. The Internet portal is qualitatively different from 
the gateways provided by former mass media, since they enable a two-way flow.

Postmodernism. A widely current (cultural) theory that underwrites the view that 
the ‘age of ideology’ is over along with the ‘industrial society’ and its massive forms 
of social organization and control and dedication to rationality. Instead we are living 
in an era of unstructured diversity, uncertainty, contradictions, open-ended creativity 
and individual freedom from imposed rules and social constraint. It has become fash-
ionable to discern the exuberant growth of mass media forms as the essence of popu-
lar postmodern culture. Neither the material conditions of contemporary society nor 
forms of organization of mass media exhibit clear signs of postmodernism. Much as 
with earlier critical cultural theory, postmodern thinking can support divergent opti-
mistic and pessimistic outlooks.

Power. A term open to many interpretations, but the basic idea is a reference to a 
capacity to gain the compliance of another, even against their will (as with police or 
military power). In this meaning it has no direct relevance for communication, since 
no effect can be compelled. However, we can speak of a probability of gaining compli-
ance with some communicative purpose (in relation to information or opinion) and 
the term ‘influence’ is widely applicable to mass communication, with compliance 
gained by force of argument or certain psychological rewards.

Prejudice. A term applied either to attitudes on the part of the public, or to media 
publication that involves systematically negative views about or negative treatment 
of (usually) some social group or category. Frequent targets of prejudice have been 
ethnic minorities or outgroups such as homosexuals, foreign immigrants, the men-
tally ill, etc. The media have been accused of fomenting prejudice, sometimes unin-
tentionally, and also credited with some capacity to counter prejudice.
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Press Council. A widely used general term for a quasi-public body that adjudicates 
on complaints from the public about the conduct of the press, in societies where free-
dom of the press is guaranteed. Press councils usually represent media and public 
interests. They do not deal with criminal offences and have no power to punish. Their 
primary sanction is publicity and asking ‘offenders’ to apologize by way of publica-
tion. A press council is one important means of media accountability.

Priming. Refers to the activity of the media in proposing the values and standards by 
which objects of media attention can be judged. The origin of the term lies in social 
psychology (socialization theory) but it has latterly been more applied in political 
communication to the evaluation of political figures by public opinion. See also fram-
ing and agenda-setting.

Profession. Refers to members of a particular occupation that maintain certain 
standards of technical performance and of ethics by means of self-regulatory proce-
dures. Professions involve recognized training, and control of entry to the profession 
is maintained by the responsible body of the profession. There is much debate about 
the status of journalism in particular as a profession. On some, but not all, criteria it 
can claim professional status.

Propaganda. The process and product of deliberate attempts to influence collective 
behaviour and opinion by the use of multiple means of communication in ways that 
are systematic and one-sided. Propaganda is carried out in the interest of the source 
or sender, not the recipient. It is almost certain to be in some respects misleading or 
not fully truthful and can be entirely untrue, as with certain kinds of disinformation. 
It can also be psychologically aggressive and distorted in its representation of reality. 
Its effectiveness is variable, depending on the context and dispositions of the target 
audience more than on ‘message’ characteristics. See advertising, public diplomacy 
and campaign.

Public. As a noun it refers to the general body of free citizens of a given society or 
some smaller geographical space. Its connotations are strongly influenced by demo-
cratic theory, since freedom and equality (of rights) are generally only available in a 
democracy. The members of a genuine public in a democracy are free to associate, 
converse, organize and express themselves on all subjects, and government is ulti-
mately accountable to the will of the ‘public as a whole’ according to agreed proce-
dures. This large notion of what constitutes the public is one reason why public com-
munication has a certain claim to protection and to respect in a democracy. See also 
public opinion, public interest and public sphere.

Publication. The act of making public, thus crossing a line between private and public 
expression. Publication usually involves a clear decision to express ideas in a fixed 
or formal way via the press, public speech, poster, etc. Private expression is confined 
to a designated personal interlocutor or circle. The distinction has legal and practi-
cal significance, especially in connection with confidentiality, privacy, potential harm 
or offence. New media have blurred the distinction between what is actually and 
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consciously public and what may be considered so because it can be accessed by 
others. Publication has also become much easier for individuals, if they choose it.

Public diplomacy. A general term to describe the efforts by nation states to win sup-
port and a favourable image among the general public of other countries, usually by 
way of news management and carefully planned initiatives designed to foster positive 
impressions. Public diplomacy has increased in significance as an adjunct of foreign 
policy in the more multi-polar world of the twenty-first century, especially when mili-
tary actions affecting other countries are contemplated. It may be viewed as a softer 
form of propaganda.

Public interest. Expresses the idea that expectations from, and claims against, the 
mass media on grounds of the wider and longer-term good of society can be legiti-
mately expressed and may lead to constraints on the structure or activity of media. 
The content of what is ‘in the public interest’ takes various forms. Its most minimal 
interpretation is that media should meet the needs of their audiences, but ethical, 
ideological, political and legal considerations may also lead to much stronger defini-
tions. The expression of public interest also takes place in many ways, including via 
public opinion, politicians, critics and many interest groups affected by public com-
munication. See also media accountability.

Public journalism. A movement from within the journalistic profession (espe-
cially in the USA) to counter criticisms of journalistic standards by advancing vari-
ous practical public goals for the news. These goals would involve discovering and 
addressing the needs and interests of the immediate audience served by a given 
medium. Information of practical value would be stressed and journalists would 
engage actively in community affairs.

Public opinion. The collective views of a significant part of any public. This part is 
sometimes taken to mean a numerical majority as measured by polling, but this far 
overstates the capacity of the measuring instruments and misses the essential point 
that opinion is always diverse, dynamic and variable in strength. Historically and in 
certain contexts public opinion may be taken to refer to ‘informed opinion’, or the 
general view of the more educated and aware members of the society. No statement 
concerning public opinion is likely to be unambiguous or beyond dispute without 
some clear definition. See spiral of silence.

Public relations. Now a reference to all forms of influence carried out by professional 
paid communicators on behalf of some ‘client’ and designed primarily to project a 
favourable image and to counter negative views that might exist. The means are vari-
ous, ranging from direct communication to providing gifts and hospitality. Public rela-
tions is often a source of supply for news media or seeks to influence news in other 
ways. See also advertising and propaganda.

Public service broadcasting (PSB). The (mainly European) system of broadcast-
ing that is publicly funded and operated in a non-profit way in order to meet the 
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various public communication needs of all citizens. These were originally virtually 
all needs (i.e. inclusive of entertainment), and the justification for PSB lay in the 
‘natural monopoly’ character of broadcasting distribution. This justification is no 
longer valid, and PSB survives on grounds of general public interest and because it 
can meet certain communication needs that tend to be neglected in commercial sys-
tems because they are unprofitable. These include universal service, special needs of 
certain minorities, certain kinds of educational provision, and services to the demo-
cratic political system by giving some degree of open and diverse access, supporting 
general informational aims and meeting the specific needs of politicians in the elec-
toral and government process.

Public sphere. The conceptual ‘space’ that exists in a society outside the immediate 
circle of private life and the walls of enclosed institutions and organizations pursuing 
their own (albeit sometimes public) goals. In this space, the possibility exists for public 
association and debate leading to the formation of public opinion and political move-
ments and parties that can hold private interests accountable. The media are now 
probably the key institution of the public sphere, and its ‘quality’ will depend on the 
quality of media. Taken to extremes, certain structural tendencies of media, including 
concentration, commercialization and globalization, are harmful to the public sphere.

Reception analysis. An alternative to traditional audience research (concerned with 
counting and effect) that takes the perspective of the audience rather than the media 
sender and looks at the immediate contextual influences on media use and the inter-
pretation and meaning of the whole experience as seen by the recipient. Ethnographic 
and qualitative methods are required.

Rhetoric. The art of public speaking with persuasive intention.

Rumour. Communication that takes place mainly by word of mouth in the absence 
of reliable or complete information about events of great concern to those involved. 
Mass media can feed rumour (e.g. early reports of some disaster) or replace rumour. 
Rumour develops where mass media are generally inadequate or unreliable (as in 
totalitarian societies or under conditions of war). Networks of personal relations 
facilitate rumour, but under extreme conditions are not necessary.

Schema. Refers to the preconceived frame or script which is typically available to 
journalists for reporting isolated cases or events. A schema is an aid to communica-
tion and understanding, because it provides some wider context and sense-making. 
However, schemata also introduce some closure, but applying an existing frame of 
meaning. Audiences also have their own schemata for making sense of incoming news 
information. See framing.

Search engine. The computerized information retrieval system developed by Internet 
service providers in order to give convenient access for users in search of information 
or specific content to the universe of material that has been digitized and is available 
in ‘cyberspace’. The key component of the system is a powerful search program that 
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‘crawls’ through data on the World Wide Web, following links. The value added by search 
engine sites is to provide indices, based on key words, and ranking of search results as 
well as accessibility. In theory, searches are supposed to be neutral, but are inevitably 
skewed by various considerations, including commercial ones, since they are extremely 
popular and profitable. They are also very highly monopolized, with one firm, Google, 
having well over half the total search engine market. Another limiting factor is that only 
a relatively small part of the potential web universe is (or can be) searched.

Segmentation. The process of classifying a potential audience for purposes of pro-
duction and delivering content according to relevant categories, usually either socio-
demographic or psychographic (e.g. by lifestyle and taste). It plays a key role in the 
planning and costing of advertising in all media. Although sometimes regarded as a 
trend running counter to mass communication, it can be considered as a better con-
trolled and more effective form of mass communication. See also fragmentation.

Semiology. The ‘science of sign systems’ or ‘signification’. Originally founded on the 
study of general linguistics by Ferdinand de Saussure, it was developed into a method 
for the systematic analysis and interpretation of all symbolic texts. Systems of signs 
are organized within larger cultural and ideological systems that ultimately deter-
mine meaning. A key element of semiology is the idea that any (meaningful) sign (of 
any kind) has a conceptual element that carries meaning as well as a physical mani-
festation (word, image, etc.).

Sensationalism. At one level, an everyday word for all aspects of media content that 
are likely to attract attention, excite or inflame emotions. In this sense it is related 
to commercialization and tabloidization. It has also been deployed as a concept in 
content analysis, defined in terms of some ‘indicators’ for measuring the degree of 
sensationalism. The reason for doing so is a concern at the inconsistency between 
sensational and objective news reporting.

Soap opera. A conventional term for a very wide range of radio and television drama 
in (long-running and frequent) serial form. The term originates in early American 
commercial radio. Despite the variations, some typical features of soap operas are: 
contemporary realistic settings of the action; continuity of characters and plots, which 
link to issues of the moment; a focus on the intermixed personal relationships of the 
characters; a strong claim to audience identification and ‘addiction’; and a particular 
appeal to women audiences in family settings.

Social network sites. Often known just as ‘social media’, these comprise a number of 
Internet websites that have been set up to enable and encourage users to create net-
works of acquaintances and also to share messages and audiovisual material, often 
available to a wider public. The current examples of internationally very popular 
social media are Facebook, Myspace, YouTube. They have become valuable commer-
cial properties, especially for related advertising, cross-media publicity and generat-
ing content from users. See also viral advertising.
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Socialization. The general process of social formation of the young under the influ-
ence of the so-called agencies of socialization – traditionally the family, neighbour-
hood, school and religion, and now mass media.

Social responsibility. Attributed to the mass media in certain normative theories 
of the press and based on propositions about the needs of (democratic) society. It 
involves the unwritten obligations towards society and its members that are implicit 
in freedom of publication as well, besides general moral principles relating to truth 
and justice.

Spin doctor. Contemporary expression to refer to all those who have the job of manag-
ing (or massaging) the public presentation of information or ideas (especially on behalf 
of politicians) to maximum advantage. Their work results in the manipulation of news 
and is related to public relations and propaganda.

Spiral of cynicism. A hypothetical process, similar to the spiral of silence, whereby 
persistently negative media coverage of a political campaign and politicians, espe-
cially where this emphasizes insincerity, corruption, dirty tricks, personal ambition 
and ignores substance and honest intention, is thought to create a climate in which 
trust and the wish to participate in the democratic process is diminished. In effect, the 
thesis holds that the more exposure to the media, the less there will be public trust 
and participation. The causes are held to lie especially in the process of mediatization 
and are also linked to media logic.

Spiral of silence. Concept that describes one version of the ‘third-party’ effect in 
opinion formation: the tendency for people to be influenced in what they think (or 
say they do) or by what they think other people think. The term was first applied by 
Elizabeth Noelle-Neumann to refer to the tendency for those who think they hold a 
minority or deviant view to refrain from expressing it in public, thus accelerating the 
dominance of the supposed consensus (the spiralling effect). The hypothesis is based 
on a presumed ‘fear of isolation’. The main thrust of the theory is to attribute to the 
(leftist) media a powerful effect, since they are the main source of what people think 
is the dominant opinion of the moment. Also related to the better-known ‘bandwagon 
effect’, whereby apparent front runners pick up support on this basis alone.

Stereotyping. The process of using stock images of social groups, situations, events, 
countries, etc., in fiction or factual mass communication. A stereotype is an early graphic 
form of facsimile reproduction. Since the early years of communication research, the 
idea of a stereotype has been applied to media content that encourages prejudice or 
to the expression of prejudice in opinion and attitude. There is an almost inevitable 
element of stereotyping mass media production for reasons of simplification and effi-
ciency as well as ill-will or ignorance. The idea is related to that of framing and schema.

Stimulus–response. A psychological process by which an experimental subject learns 
to perform some action in response to a message stimulus that has become associated 
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with the action in question. It underlies a large body of learning theory that was applied 
in early research into the effects of communication and media. It has not proved a very 
good guide to reality.

Strategic communication. Designates the type of information in election campaigns 
and political news that refers to the strategies of candidates and the ‘horse-race’ aspects 
of politics rather than the political ideas of policies. See spin doctor.

Surveillance. This term has two meanings in media studies. One refers to the ‘func-
tion’ of news media for the audience in providing a view on the events of the world. 
The other refers to the capacity built into new online media allowing third-party 
access (by service providers, search engines, some authorities) to all communicative 
transactions. Use of these media is no longer guaranteed privacy.

Tabloidization. A term derived from the common tabloid format for sensationalist (i.e. 
gossip and scandal-mongering) newspapers, to refer to the alleged process of ‘dumbing 
down’ or going ‘down market’ of the more serious press in many countries. The main 
believed cause was commercialization and intense competition for readers. The process 
has also affected television news and ‘actuality’ formats in general, especially in the United 
States, and caused alarm at the decline of journalistic standards, the rise in public igno-
rance and the risk of confusion between fiction and reality (e.g. ‘infotainment’).

Taste culture. A more or less organized and semi-autonomous set of cultural prefer-
ences based on certain shared tastes, although independent of actual social organiza-
tion. In this the concept differs from the earlier approaches to taste patterns that were 
mainly explained in terms of social background, class or milieu. Related to lifestyle.

Third-party effects. The perceived effects on others that many people believe to 
occur, even though they think they are not affected themselves. See spiral of silence.

Toronto School. Describes a body of work mainly derived from the theories of 
Marshall McLuhan, and in turn derived from an earlier scholar at the University of 
Toronto, the economic historian Harold Innis. At the core is a form of communication 
technology determinism that attributes distinctive social and cultural effects to the 
dominant form and vehicle of communication, independent of the actual content.

Uses and gratifications approach. A version of individualist functional theory and 
research that seeks to explain the uses of media and the satisfactions derived from 
them in terms of the motives and self-perceived needs of audience members. This 
is also one version of ‘active audience’ theory and has been applied in the study of 
media effects on the grounds that any effect has to be consistent with the needs of 
the audience.

Viral advertising. Planned publicity that spreads spontaneously and rapidly ‘by word 
of mouth’ (but also by e-mail) throughout a potential media consumer market, primar-
ily by harnessing the resources of existing interpersonal networks (often existing fan 
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groups). Strategic use of social network sites is considered a prime means of stimulating 
the process. There are limited applications, but large advantages, especially the speed 
and thoroughness of reach, low cost and the seeming absence of manipulation.

Virtual community. Describes the group or close personal associations formed online 
by participants in Internet exchanges and discussions. A virtual community is thought 
to have many of the features of a real community, including identification, bonding, 
shared norms and outlook, even without any physical contact or real personal knowl-
edge of other members. See community.




