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A linear communication theory 
which suggests that the media has 
a direct and powerful influence on 
audiences, like being injected with 
a hypodermic needle.

This theory suggests that the 
media can’t tell you what to think 
but it can tell you what to think 
about. Through a process of 
selection, omission and framing, 
the media focuses public discus-
sion on particular issues.

Klapper argued that the media has 
little power to influence people and 
it just reinforces our preexisting 
attitudes and beliefs which have 
been developed by more powerful 
social institutions like families, 
schools and religion organisations.

A diffusion model of influence, 
suggesting that people are more 
likely to be influenced by ‘opinion 
leaders’ - people who are more 
connected to the media than their 
peers and pass on media 
messages. 

The Uses and Gratification Theory 
looks at how people use the 
media to gratify a range of needs – 
including the need for information, 
personal identity, integration, social 
interaction and entertainment.

Audiences are active, particularly 
opinion leaders, who exist 
throughout society in all different 
classes and socioeconomic 
groups. 

Audiences are active and can  
have power over the media. If 
people don’t watch a television 
program, it won’t rate and it will be 
taken off the air.

Lazarsfeld’s book ‘The People’s 
Choice’, which examined the 1940 
presidential election found that 
people are more likely to be 
influenced by ‘opinion leaders’ 
than campaign advertising. In the 
paper ‘Who says what to whom 
on Twitter’, researchers found that 
the flow of information on Twitter, 
supports the two-step flow of 
information.  

Uses and Gratification theorists 
examine what people do with the 
media and maintain that the best 
way to find out is by asking 
audiences. A recent study of how 
young people use social network-
ing - ‘Hanging out, messing 
around and geeking out’ - took 
this approach, asking young 
people how and why they use 
social networking sites.

Audiences are active but, when it 
comes to making important 
decisions like who to vote for, they 
draw on information that is 
particularly salient at the time.

Audiences are active and exist in a 
society where they are influenced 
by important social institutions. 
This theory considers the total 
situation. 

Typically, evidence supporting this 
theory shows a correlation 
between the number of news 
stories on an issue and how 
important people think the issue is. 
McCombs cites a study that 
revealed in the early 1980s there 
was a correlation between the rise 
in 'ailing economy' headlines and 
poor consumer sentiment. 

In ‘The Effects of Mass Communi-
cation’, Klapper cites hundreds of 
studies that support his theory, 
including a 1948 study which 
revealed that voters were predis-
posed to opinions and beliefs held 
by their families, including one 
young man who said he was going 
to vote Democratic because his 
grandfather would skin him if he 
didn’t.

Audiences are passive and 
homogenous, this theory does not 
account for individual differences.

This theory is often supported by 
early moral panics, including the 
Orson Welles War of the Worlds 
broadcast in 1938. Presented in 
the form of a news bulletin, this 
broadcast led some to believe that 
the world was being invaded by 
martians. The belief that the media 
has a direct and powerful effect on 
audiences was also supported by 
the Payne Fund studies.

Although many people still talk 
about the media in this way, this 
theory is disregarded as an 
outdated way of thinking about 
media influence. Audiences are 
more active than this theory 
suggests.

The way people receive media is 
changing, instead of mainstream 
media like newspapers and 
television, people now get 
information from the internet. Does 
this affect the media’s ability to set 
agendas?

The strength of this theory is that it 
moves the discussion about media 
influence away from the assump-
tion that the media has a direct 
and powerful influence on 
audiences, considering the total 
situation. 

This theory acknowledges that 
audiences are part of a society 
which affects the flow of informa-
tion. One weakness is that there 
may, in fact, be more than two 
steps in the flow of communica-
tion.

Uses and Gratification is an 
approach to studying the media, 
rather than a theory of influence. It 
has been criticised for its vague 
definition of important concepts.
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