Agenda setting

The effects examined in the various sections on the Marxist view of the media can be broadly summarized under the heading agenda setting. This term is used by media theorists to refer to the way in which the media 

· set the order of importance of current issues 

· set the terms of reference for the debate on those issues 

It's important to bear in mind that there is much disagreement as to whether this agenda-setting effect actually takes place at all. McQuail points out that 

Recent assessments tend to leave agenda-setting with the status of a plausible but unproven idea. 

McQuail (1984) 

Although we've linked agenda-setting together with topics which fall under the broad heading of Marxism, much of the research into evidence of agenda setting effects was conducted in the USA, within the 'empiricist' tradition. It is rather the question of the 'framework of debate' which is a concern of the radical or Marxist 'school'. 

Setting the order of importance 

The idea that the media set the order of importance of issues seems fairly obvious - the news media turn their attention to what they consider newsworthy and what they turn their attention to is by definition news. In that simple sense, it would seem, the media set the agenda for us. We perceive as the big issues of the day those issues that the media focus on. 

It may not be quite as simple as that, though. It does raise a number of questions, for example: 

  

	
	Why do the media focus on certain issues and not others? 

	
	In part that is due to the news values which underlie the decisions the media professionals make. 
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	To what extent is the agenda set for the media? 

	
	In some cases, organizations and individuals play the media at their own game by taking advantage of news values - for example, abseiling lesbians in the House of Lords could hardly be ignored; the Government may choose to announce the details of an embarrassing report on the same day that the latest unemployment figures are announced - the unemployment figures fit the media's schedules, they're ready to receive them and give them due prominence and so the embarrassing report may be overlooked. Some political parties and pressure groups seem to have acquired great skill in news management. 
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	Do the media really set the agenda? 

	
	It sounds like it should be fairly obvious that they do, but is there really any evidence that they do? Even if we could find a correspondence between the issues that the media give prominence to and the public's perception of those issues' importance, would that necessarily mean that the media set the agenda? Couldn't it perhaps be the case that it is the public's concerns about issues that shape the politicians' and the media's agenda? 


Setting the terms of reference 

The second aspect of agenda-setting, namely that the framework of debate is set by the media, is perhaps less obvious. Barratt gives an excellent example of what that would mean: 

... imagine a teacher who sets up a debate with a group of pupils about why they failed an exam. The teacher lays down an agenda for discussion which includes the following items: the 'laziness' of the pupils, pupils not being intelligent enough to understand the syllabus, pupils being insufficiently motivated to succeed, and pupils receiving little encouragement at home. A wide-ranging discussion between the relative merits of these different 'causes' could then ensue, and perhaps some agreement might finally be reached on which was the main factor to be held responsible for the outcome. Such a teacher might well attempt to impress her or his colleagues with the 'democratic' relationship she had with the class. 

Barratt(1986) 

As Barratt points out, though, this 'democracy' is a sham because a number of key issues have been kept off the agenda. Maybe the teacher is crap; there are not enough textbooks, the school budget has been cut back so much that the school is a really depressing place to work - and so on. All of those are important questions which are outside the agenda set by the teacher. The teacher may or may not set the order of the agenda; that doesn't really matter. What matters is that there are certain possibilities which are not even on the agenda in the first place. 

If you have read the section on the media's rôle in the construction of reality , you can probably see how agenda-setting in this sense relates to that idea - certain items enter into the debate and some don't. This view is put quite succinctly by Roscoe et al in a recent article on the TV audience: 

Rather than seeing the media as telling the viewer what to think, television presentations can be seen as 'setting the agenda' in terms of how and which issues should be discussed. We take the term 'setting the agenda' to mean the way in which television presentations frame the events in such a way as to promote particular accounts as being the most legitimate and valid, while other accounts are excluded and marginalized. By doing so, the parameters within which the debate can be conducted are set out: a campaign message during an election does not simply tell us how to vote. It also implicitly assumes the legitimacy of a certain type of political system. So, the media can be seen as having the power to frame the debate by promoting the legitimacy of certain representations and accounts .... viewers are active but within the parameters set by the text. 

Roscoe et al (1995) 

Mass media effects: introduction

This introduction provides a brief overview of the principal 'traditions' in effects research. Bear in mind that it's a somewhat artificial approach as the various 'traditions' overlap with one another. However, it should help you to understand what are the main characteristics of each approach. Note, incidentally, that the term 'effects research' is often used solely to refer to the, predominantly American, empiricist approach. Here, I have decided to lump all the various approaches under the heading of 'effects research,' since they are all concerned, in one way or another, with the effects the mass media might have. 

For a very thorough account of the various schools of thought, see Denis McQuail's Mass Communication Theory: an Introduction (McQuail (1984)). 

As you read through this section you will find links to more detailed sections on aspects of each of the traditions outlined. 

The sections on the different research traditions only give you an overview, so it's worthwhile also taking a look through the terms listed in the glossary. 

The 'empiricist' tradition

The empiricist researchers were concerned to find out as much as possible about media audiences, in much the same terms as advertisers today would seek information from, say the NRS: number of people, age, sex, social status, occupation, leisure and so on. 

By and large these data tended to be used to support studies into the effectiveness of communication, rules for mounting effective campaigns and so on. 

Contemporary commentators on media research are frequently dismissive of the 'scientific', experimental methods often employed in early empiricist 'Effects Research'. Whilst there is much to criticize in this approach, the critics often unfairly overstate their case, disregarding the methodological diversity which did exist at the time. Such diversity was often forced upon the researchers by the realization that their 'scientific', 'positivistic' approach was based on a transmission model of communication which conceives of a message being sent from sender to receiver, disregarding institutional, psychological, cultural and other factors which contribute to any possible effects the media may have. 

Hovland

Very important amongst these researchers was Carl Hovland of Yale whose carefully controlled experiments were designed to test the separate variables in the communication process. The main focus of his research was persuasion. Many of the principles he established are generally accepted today - one finds them being repeated, in one form or another, by, for example, political spin doctors, PR people, advertisers. However, it's worth bearing in mind that such people are trying to sell their services and so may be making greater claims for Hovland's principles than they deserve. Certainly, as mentioned above, many contemporary critics would criticize the unashamedly positivist approach adopted by Hovland, an approach which implies that it is possible to discern general 'rules' for effective and persuasive communication.  

Please click here for more details of the Hovland approach: 


Lazarsfeld

Paul Lazarsfeld was also a very important researcher who contributed much to the development of empirical methods in the social sciences during his work at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research. The most famous of the studies he conducted was that into voting behaviour carried out in the 1940s and which led him to develop the highly influential Two Step Flow Model of mass communication. 

As a result of his research, Lazarsfeld concluded that the media actually have quite limited effects on their audiences. This view of the media is common to many of the researchers in the US. Hovland, for example, whilst showing what variables can be altered to make a communication more or less effective, also places considerable emphasis on those factors, especially social factors such as group membership, which limit the persuasiveness of the message. Consequently, this view of the media is often referred to as the 'limited effects' paradigm or tradition. 

Limited effects

In Towards a Sociology of Mass Communication (1971), McQuail summarises some of the main findings of the research which confirms this 'limited effects' view: 

· 'persuasive mass communication is in general more likely to reinforce the existing opinions of its audience than it is to change its opinion' (from Klapper (1960)) 

· 'people tend to see and hear communications that are favourable or congenial to their predispositions' (from Berelson & Steiner (1964)) 

· 'people respond to persuasive communication in line with their predispositions and change or resist change accordingly' (from Berelson & Steiner (1964)) 

Consequently:

· 'political campaigns tend to reach the politically interested and converted', as shown for example in Lazarsfeld's research 

· 'mass media campaigns against racial prejudice tend to be unsuccessful', as demonstrated in Kendall and Woolf's analysis of reactions to anti-racist cartoons. The cartoons featured Mr Biggott whose absurdly racist ideas were intended to discredit bigotry. In fact 31% failed to recognise that Mr Biggott was racially prejudiced or that the cartoons were intended to be anti-racist (Kendall & Wolff (1949) in Curran (1990)). 

· 'effects vary according to the prestige or evaluations attaching to the communication source', as demonstrated by Hovland 

· 'the more complete the monopoly of mass communication, the more likely it is that opinion change in the desired direction will be achieved' - as in totalitarian societies, such as Nazi Germany, for example 

· 'the salience to the audience of the issues or subject matter will affect the likelihood of influence: "mass communication can be effective in producing a shift on unfamiliar, lightly felt, peripheral issues - those that do not much or are not tied to audience predispositions"' (from Berelson and Steiner (1964)). This is also supported by the recent research of Hügel et al, who confirm other studies' findings that media agenda-setting effects are limited to unobtrusive issues. (Hügel et al (1989)) 

· 'the selection and interpretation of content by the audience is influenced by existing opinions and interests and by group norms', as suggested by Hovland's research 

· 'the structure of interpersonal relations in the audience mediates the flow of communication content and limits and determines whatever effects occur', as suggested by Katz and Lazarsfeld's research. 

· (For more comment on limited effects, see the conclusions of the more recent research conducted on behalf of the BBFC) 

Powerful effects

Schramm (1982) points to three powerful effects which the media can exert and which are pointed to by the research of the Columbia Bureau: 

· the media can confer status on organisations, persons and policies. As Schramm suggests, we probably work on the assumption that if something really matters then it will be featured in the media; so, if it is featured in the media, it must really matter; 

· the media can enforce social norms to an extent. The media can reaffirm social norms by exposing deviation from the norms to public view - this connects with British research by Cohen into folk devils and moral panics; 

· the media can act as social narcotics; sometimes known as the narcotising dysfunction, this means that because of the enormous amount of information in the media, media consumers tend not to be energised into social action, but rather drugged or narcotised into inaction. 

Violence and Delinquency

As mentioned above, the empiricist vein of research in the US was funded to a large extent by major corporations concerned to investigate the influence of their advertising and public relations and by political parties which wished to devise the most effective campaigns. Another important impetus came from the government which responded to widespread public concern about media (especially film and then, later, television) portrayals of violence and their possible link with juvenile delinquency. The nature of the assumed links was then and continues to be unclear and confused. Klapper (1960) reduced the assumptions to six basic forms: 
mass media messages containing the portrayal of crimes and acts of violence can 

· be generally damaging 

· be directly imitated 

· serve as a school of crime 

· in specific circumstances cause otherwise normal people to engage in criminal acts 

· devalue human life 

· serve as a safety valve for aggressive impulses 

In essence, it is these assumptions which continue to underlie public concern over the media's possible harmful effects, notably on children. This concern has been reflected in the government funding of research into media violence and delinquency, both here and abroad. It is also reflected in the very extensive legislation in the UK (see the sections on regulation), and in frequently stated media assumptions that violent media messages cause violence. Because it is a matter of such widespread concern, there is a separate section on research into violence. Please click here to go to that section: 

