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Student Name: Joe AvVeracge.

Outcome Three — Media Influence

On completion of this unit the student should be able to discuss theories of media influence and analyse debates about
the nature and extent of media influence.

Instructions for task

Students have two periods to complete this task. The practice SAC is open book, the SAC itself is not.

Where appropriate you will be assessed according to your ability to respond to the following criteria -

o compare and contrast communication theories and/or models;

. identify and describe key viewpoints about the nature and extent of media influence;

. analyse arguments and evaluate evidence about the nature and extent of media influence;

. discuss the relationship between audiences and a range of media forms and texts;

. analyse the rationale for, and effectiveness of, measures designed to control media content;
. discuss issues in assessing media influence.

This task contributes 6% of the total marks allocated for
assessment towards your study score. It is worth 40/80 marks for Unit 4.
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SECTION A — Media Influence

Question 1

Describe what is meant by a passive audience.

A passive audience is one that accepts media messages in the same way as each other. The concept of

a passive audience does not take into account the idea of individual interpretation. Everyone receives

a wmedia messaoe i the same way.

2 marks
Question 2
Describe what is meant by an active audience.

Awn active audience is one where people actively make meaning from a media text. They read the

codes and conventions of a media text, interpreting these signs in an individual wa Y. Active

audiences are seew as less susceptible to media influence because they acti,\/eLg think about the

messages they are recelving.

2 marks
Question 3
Do you believe audiences are passive or active consumers of media texts?

understanding a media text involves a complex interaction between audience ana text. Even whew

people seem to be absorbing a wedia text pass'wetg - such as when someone sits tn front of a

televiston and appears to ‘zone out’ - they are still tnvolved tn the complex process of decoding a

media message, reading the codes and conventions used L a media text. Although there are

dominant wa Ys bn which a text can be read, it is clear that people interpret media messages

individually. Therefore, the concept of a passive audience that receives media messages in the same

way s Lwherethg flawed. There are also a number of communication theorists who support this

notion. Our understanding of audience has progressed significa ntly stnee theorists first sugogested

the ngpodermic Needle Theory, which suggests that audiences are passive and texts are closed. More

recent theortes - such as the Uses and gratification Theory and Postmoderntsm - riqh’ch sugoest

that texts are open for audiences to construct their own meanings.

4 marks
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Question 4

Describe a communication theory or model which suggests that the media exerts great influence over
audiences.

The ngodcrmia Needle Theory suggests that the media has a direct and powerful influence on

audiences. tt was developed in the 1920s and 1930s after researchers observed the effect of

propaganda durtng World war t and incldents such as Orson Welles’ war of the Worlds broadcast.

it became the dominant way of thinking about media tnfluence durtng the subsegquent decades. The

Hypodermic Needle theory is a linear communication theory which suggests that a media message

is injected directly into the brain of a passive, homogenous audience. This theory suggests that

media texts are closed and audiences are influenced tn the same way. The ngoalermic Needle

Theory ts no Longer accepted by wedia theorists as a valid e)q:Lawa’cLow of communication and media

tnfluence. Although the ngodermia Needle Theory has been abandoned b\M, most media theorists, Lt

continues to influence mainstream discourse about the influence of the mass media. People believe

that the mass wmedia can have a powerful effect on people and parents continue to worry about the

effect of televiston and violewt video games.

Harold Lasswell's book Propaganda Technigue tn the World war was one of the priwcipaL sowrce for

what would later become Rnown as the Hypodermic Needle Theory. Writing about the effect of Allied

propaganda, Lasswell wrote: “From a propaganda po'mt of view Lt was a matchless performance, for

Wilson brewed the subtle poison, which industrious men injected into the veins of a staggering

people, until the smashing powers of the Allied armies knocked themt tnto submission.”

The Payne Fund Studies were a series of studies tnto the effect of movies on children. Although the

studies have beew criticised for a Llack of sctentifie ricor but were the first, wmost comprehews'we stud Y

of media influence. These studies confirmed the belief that the media has a powerful and direct

influence on audiences. When writing about the influence of motion pictures, Ww Charters - the

chatrman of the project - wrote: “We see that as an instrument of education it has unusual power to

meart information, to influence speciﬁc attituoles towards objects of soctal value, to affect emotions

Lw either gross or microscopic proportions, to affect health in a minor degree through sleep

disturbance, and to affect Pro{ouwang the patterns of conduct of children.”

Althouah some of the data gathered from the Pa yne Fund Studies seemed to prove the h gpodermic

needle theory, ttis meorta nt to recoontise that these studies also proved stgnificant flaws tn this

communication theory. As noted tn ‘Children and the wmovies: media tnfluence and the Payne Fund

controversy’: “It is also mportant to realize that the best researchers of the late 1920s were not all

naive adherents of what has beew caricatured as the “hypodermic” or “magic bullet” theory of mass

communication tn which media messaoes were assumed to have a divect and tmmediate effect on the

viewer’s consciousness as if they were itnjected Like a drug into the bloodstream. There are traces of

that tdea tn the PFS, but to some degree it was tested and gone begowd.”
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Question 5

Describe a communication theory or model which suggests that the media does not exert great influence
over audiences.

n 1960, theorist Joseph Klapper pu.bLisheol "The Effects of Mass Communication' tn which he proposed

the Reinforcement Theory. As Klapper noted: "whatever it is to be called, it is in essence a shift away

from from the tendency to reagard mass communication as a necessary anod suffictent cause of

auwdience effects, towards a view of the media as influences, working amid other influences, n a

total situation.” Klapper argued that the mass wmedia does not have the ability to influence

auwdiences. "Regardless of whether the effect tn gquestion be soctal or tndividual," he wrote,"the wmedia

are more LileeLg to reinforce thaw to change.” Klapper argued that people's attitudes, beliefs anad

behaviowr was wmore Likely to be influenced by their family, schools, communities and religtous

institutions. He argued that the only time the media could influence people was when the media

introduced a new tdea or concept. Klapper also poiw’ced out that there are par‘ciauLar attitudes and

beliefs that the mass wmedia is particularly unlikely to chanage, such as racial and religious

tolerance because attituoes on such toples are "crucial to their self-tmaoes and central to clusters of

related attitudes, theu have occasitonally beew called "eco-tnvolved," attitudes and it has become

somehting of a dictum that ego-involved attitudes are peculiarly resistant to conversion by mass

communication - or, for that matter, by other agencies." When writing about whether wmeedia violence

encourages people to be more agaressive, Klapper wrote that the media are wot ‘prime movers’ towards

violent conduct. Klapper cites a number of studies that Support his theory, neluding a 1948 stud Y

b\uj Larzarsfeld, Berelson and gauwdet which revealed that voters were prco!isposeo{ to op'miows and
beliefs held bg their families. As Klapper notes: "For persons such as the young man who reported his

ntention to "vote Dewocratie because my grandfather will skin mee Lf | don't” - or for his opposite

number who e)qaLaLwcol that "t will vote Republ,icaw because my famLLg are all chu.bLLcaws )

therefore t would have to vote that wa Y" - exposure to months of campaiqw propaganda was found

particularly Likely to be reinforcing, and particularly unlikely to effect conversion.” n "The Effects

of Mass Communication, Klapper cites a number of studies that support his theory, including a

1948 study b y Larza rsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet which revealed that voters were preolisposcd to

opinions and beliefs held by their families. As Klapper notes: "For persons such as the young man

who reported his intention to "vote Democratic because my Grandfather will skin wme if t don't” - or

for his opposite number who explained that "t will vote Republican because my family are all

Republicans so therefore  would have to vote that way" - exposure to months of campaiawn propaganda

was found particularly Likely to be reinforcing, and particularly unlikely to effect conversion.

8 marks

© Brett Lamb www.lessonbucket.com



http://www.lessonbucket.com
http://www.lessonbucket.com

..| East Doncaster Secondary College: Unit 4 Media, Sample Media Influence SAC

Question 6
There have been many studies into the nature and extent of media influence. Discuss, analyse and evaluate
any case studies, longnitudinal studies, laboratory studies or correlation studies you have examined in class.

What do these studies suggest about the nature and extent of media influence?

over the Last s’uxtg years, there has been a great deal of research on the nature and extent of weedia

tnfluence. Varitous theorists and Lobbg aroups have also put forth compelling arguments about

wmedia tnfluence, some suggesting that - L the case of wedia violence, for tnstance - that the wedia

has a very powerful and direct influence over avdiences, encouraging people to become more violent

whereas other argue that it does not. Although there is still wo definitive proof either wa Y. these

studies can give us a hint of the nature of media influence. one of the most commonly cited

uwstances of media influence Ls the Columbine school shooting. After Eric Harris and Dylan

Klebold killed twelve students and a teacher, people were quick to claim that they were influenced by

violent media texts - tncluding the filme Natural Born Killers, the video aame Duke Nukem, and

rockstar Marngw Mawnsow. Despite this argument, this case stualg Ls a ‘woral panic’ that does not

provide compelling evidence about the nature and extent of media influence. First, it deals with two

unigue individuals who do represent the rest of socie’cg. simLLarLg, ttis very difficult to determine

how much they were influenced b@ these violent media texts and how much they were influenced bg
other factos, such as buLLg ung. Although this case studg doesn't provi,ale muceh L the wa Y of

definitive evidence about the nature and extent of media influence, there have been various

Labomtorg studies which have attempted to demonstrate this Link. w a recent metustualg titled ‘ The

Public Health Risks of Media Violence: A Meta-Analytic Review’ Christopher | Ferguson found that

there was little support for the hgpothesis that media violence causes agoresston. one of the big

problems Ferguson found when evaluating the evidence was pubLLcatiow bias. once they corrected

these studies for publication bias, they found that there is Little evidence to support the notion that
violence tn the wmedia Leads to violent and agaressive behaviour. it's clear, after decades of

contradictory wedia effects research, that the mass wedia has a negligible effect on people's

behaviour. Whew thinking about media violence, it's important to consider that the media is one

potential influence among many. lt's much more appropriate to consider how people use the media to

qrati,fg thetr violent tendencies. As Henry | Jenkins explained in the aftermath of the Columbine

High School shootings, the Rillers selected the most violent and wmost disturbing aspects of culture

that they had available to them, giving particular parts of these texts ’wl'uosg neratic meanings. People
have very different readings of mass media texts. Some argue that years of violent movies and

video games will desensitise people to real world violence. However, Eric Zimmerman believes that

when we use media texts, we're entering a "waagle cirele" and have a clear sense of the difference

between entertainment and the real world. In his article, ‘Thewn Things Wrong with the Effects

Model’, David qauntlett puts forward a number of reasons why research into whether violent texts

cause aggression is flawed. He argues that media effects research tackles the problem backwards. tt

starts with the assumption that the media has a negative influence on people ana attempts to prove
that link rather than, for example, identifying violent people and attempting to explain the cause of

that violence bg examining a ranoe of soctal and cultural factors. He also notes that this reasoning

Ls also flawed whew Lt comees to the tnfluence that the media might have on children, treating thema
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as inadequate when they are often savvy users of the media who are creating thetr own media texts

with tnereasing freg uency. Although there have been a great many cowtmdictorg studies tnto the

nature and extent of wmedia influence, Lt Ls difficult to stand b y the age old araument that wmedia

violence results in aggressive behaviour. tt might be better to conceptualize the media as agenda

setters. The kylie Effect, road traffic advertisements and advertising in general all provide

compelling evidence of the mass media’s ability to set agendas. n this sense, the media does not tell
people how to behave or what to think but, rather tells them what to think about and challenges age

old wmeedia effects arauments.

Question 7
Identify two reasons for regulating the media.

There are various reasons for regulating the media. The Classification Board tdentifies a number of

these reasons n thetr classification guidelines. Flrst, they ackwnowledoge that a classification system

exists so that children can be protected from material that Ls LUQCLH to harm or disturb them and,

simiLarLg, all members of the pubL'Lc shoulal be protected from wmatertal that they ave L'Lleel@ to be

offended bg. Awnother reason for reaulating the weedia tn this wa Y is to address commuwitg

concerns about the alepictiow of violence, part'wuLarLB sexual violence, and the represewtatiow of people

e a demeaning manner. These are two very valid reasons for reaulating the wmeedia but the oFLC
still operates under the beltef that adults tn Australia should be able to read, hear and see what they

want.

2 marks
Question 8

In Australia, there are many organisations that regulate the media. Identify one of these organisations and how it
regulates media texts.

Australia has a number of organizations that regulate the media, such as the Australian

Association of Nattonal Advertisers. The AANA Ls an iwdustr\l/) body which represents advertisers in

Australia. They have developed a sertes of auidelines for advertisements Ln Australia to ensure that

advertisements are “legal, decent, honest and truthful and that they have beew prepared with a sense

of obligation to the consumer and societg and [a]l fair sense of respowsib'LLLtg to competitors.” The

The AANA Code of Ethics features guidelines regarding the representation of gender, ethnicity,
watiowaLLtg;, sex, age sexual preference and political belief. They also have guidelines related to

marketing and advertising to children, and the promotion of food and beverages. tf someone is
offended bg an advertisement or feels that it breeches the AANA Code of Ethics, they can wmake a

complaint to the organisaiton which - taking into account the complaints and the opinion of the

advertisers - will make a ruling on whether the advertisement should be banned.

4 marks
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