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The End of Mass Communication?

Steven H. Chaffee and Miriam J. Metzger

Department of Communication
University of California—Santa Barbara

Many people no longer consider the term mass communication to be an accurate
descriptor of what it isthat some communication scholars study. Developmentsin
computing and information technologies over the last 2 decades have blurred the
boundaries between the forms of communicating around which the academic field
of communication was developed. Consequently, and as media convergence pro-
ceeds, some have suggested that the word mass in mass communication should be
replaced with theterm media (see Turow, 1992).! Thischangeinterminology isnot
insignificant, asitimpliesashift toward the view that mediacommunication, rather
than mass communication, isour focal topic of study. Further, it forces usto ques-
tionwhether masscommunicationisafleetingidea, apurely 20th-century phenom-
enon. Thisnation is certainly shocking, but could it be true? What is the future of
mass communication in the new media environment?

WHAT IS MASS COMMUNICATION?

Before evaluating the future of mass communication, we need to begin with adefi-
nition of what we are talking about, which is more difficult than it might first ap-
pear. Mass communication means different things to different people. For some,
the core concept liesin thefirst word, mass. That is, the mass-ness of mass commu-
nication setsit apart from other forms of communication in human history inthat it
allows acommunicator to reach amuch larger and more geographically dispersed
audiencethan ever before. T. S. Eliot’ sfamous qui p about how television allowsus

The recent change in the title of the National Communication Association’s flagship journal in
mass communication from Critical Studiesin Mass Communication to Critical Studiesin Media Com-
munication is another example of this movement.
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all to “laugh at the same joke at the sametime” captures nicely this aspect of mass
communication.

For others, the term mass communication is an oxymoron. These peopletend to
focus on the second word, communication. Because traditional definitionsof com-
munication are based on the idea of exchange, and because the technologies for
masscommunication (until recently) only allowed informationtoflow inonedirec-
tion, true communication on a mass scale was impossible, according to this view.
Most of us, however, think of masscommunicationinoneor more of threeways. as
aset of mediainstitutions, as a societal problem, or as an academic field of study.
Webegin, then, with abrief historical overview of thesethree widely held concep-
tualizations of mass communication.

Mass communication as a set of media institutions. A common view
of mass communication is as a set of media institutions—the organizations that
send mediated messages through various channels. In fact, most college-level in-
troductory texts on the subject of mass communication are organized according to
this view, with a chapter devoted to each of the mass mediaindustries, including
newspapers, magazines, books, film, radio, television, and their “support” indus-
tries, advertising and public relations.

The defining feature of these mediainstitutions is their capacity for mass pro-
duction and dissemination of messages. As Schramm (1954) and others have ar-
gued, the technol ogies powering the mass media unshackled communication from
the bounds of time and space, thereby enabling for the first time in history instant
communication with alarge and largely anonymous audience. Media institutions
such as film studios and television networks crystallized quickly to capitalize on
and profit from the new opportunity for communication on amassive scale. These
organizationswere wildly successful, which enabled them to grow large, although
the technol ogies themsel ves kept entry costs high, allowing only afew companies
to dominate each mediaindustry. Thus, by the middle of the 20th century, the mass
media could be characterized by their “bigness and fewness’ (Schramm, 1957).

Mass communication as a societal problem. The bigness and fewness
of the mass media meant that only a handful of gatekeepers made decisions about
what media content would be distributed widely to the population. This situation
elicited fear from social critics and gave rise to another view of mass communica-
tion: mass communication asasocietal problem. Thisview wasfueled by the real-
ization that along with mass production came the possibility for mass persuasion.
Seenasgood at first, especially by companiesthat realized they could usethemedia
to hock their products, by World War 11, theideathat single individuals or compa-
nies could bend the entire world to their will using mass communication became a
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widespread concern. From this perspective, the defining feature of masscommuni-
cation was that the media had grown too big and powerful for society to control.

Fear of being unable to control the media stems in part from early assump-
tions about the vulnerability of the audience. A product of industrialization,
mass communication emerged as urbanization was reaching new heights in
American society and as those migrating to urban centers found themselves
without their familiar social networks (e.g., Lasswell, 1930). The fact that the
first audiences for mass media formed just as the social fabric was supposedly
unraveling gave rise to the notion of audience members as socially and psycho-
logically isolated, with few resources to resist media messages. For example, in
popular writing of the time, audience members were often portrayed as atomized
and helpless in the face of the powerful mass media’'s efforts to exploit them
(Chaffee & Hochheimer, 1985; Katz, 1960).

Furthermore, it was in this milieu that media owners were consolidating their
power, making efforts to control them increasingly difficult. Trends toward mo-
nopolization of the film and television industries began almost immediately,
with the creation of the studio system and the rise of radio and television net-
works as examples. Centralized control of media content by professional and
typically wealthy gatekeepers quickly characterized most mass communication.
Given the financia barriers to entry and the physical scarcity of the airwaves,
the average person had almost no opportunity for personal expression to reach a
mass audience.

Also early onintherise of the mass media, the industry’ s view of the audience
shifted from an anonymous mass to a market that was both quantifiable and ex-
tremely profitable. Profit maximization in the production of mass communication
meant aiming content at the lowest common denominator. Precise ways of moni-
toring the popularity of particular content became available from ratings services
such as Arbitron and Nielsen, allowing the popular to be identified and repeated.
The ultimate effect of these occurrences was a homogenization of media content
that amused mediaaudiencesrather than enlightened them (Adorno & Horkheimer,
1972).

Mass communication was perceived to be uncontrollable for another reason as
well. The mass media, particularly radio and television, were obtrusive in an un-
precedented way. This perception was largely the result of the pervasive nature of
the broadcast media. The fact that television came directly into the home and that
viewerswereto some extent acaptive audienceled peopleto feel that they were be-
ing stripped of the power to control their own living rooms. Thiswas seen as espe-
cially problematic when violent and sexual content appeared in the media, and the
official response to these concerns was to protect public morality and safety from
the potential evil influence of the mass media (particularly broadcasting) through
legislation. Policies such aslicensing in the public interest, equal opportunitiesfor
political candidates, safeharbor, and thefairnessdoctrinewere devel oped to ensure
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that singleindividualscould not bend theworld totheir will or corrupt childrenwith
prurient and/or dangerous ideas.

Mass communication as an academic field. ~ Another view of mass com-
munication isasafield of academic study. The defining feature of this conceptual -
ization of mass communication isthat it has knowable boundaries that are open to
research. Early on, the study of mass communication focused primarily on applied
problems, partly inresponseto the view of masscommunication asasocietal prob-
lem. Paul Lazarsfeld’ sBureau of Applied Social Research at ColumbiaUniversity,
with its emphasis on radio and other mass media effects, was adirect result of this
focus (Schramm, 1997). The emergence of mass communication as an academic
discipline came in the 1950s and has had three strands: basic education in mass
communication practice, empirical research of masscommunication processesand
effects, and critical and cultural studies of the mass media.

Schools of broadcast, journalism, and film have been the primary training
ground for mediaworkers. There, such vocational skillsaswriting, reporting, edit-
ing, design, and production are taught to those who will then employ them in the
mediaindustries. Although most of these programs were once located in some of
thelargest universitiesin the United States, that islesstruetoday. After World War
I, many universities shifted their emphasis toward empirical research rather than
vocational training in communication (Delia, 1987).

Over the last 50 years, thousands of empirical studies of mass communication
haveinvestigated aspects of mass communication, including the content, audience,
and effects of the media, as well as evaluation research (e.g., the effectiveness of
communication campaigns) and legal and policy issues surrounding the mass me-
dia(e.g., theimpact of TV program ratings on viewing behavior). What these stud-
ies have in common is the application of behavioral science to perceived social
problemsor benefitsthat may be caused by the mass media, and the use of quantita-
tive methods such ascontent analyses, surveys, and experimentsto test hypotheses.
Early researchers expected to prove that mass communication had significant ef-
fects on audiences, but their studies did not confirm this conclusion consistently.
Instead, Bauer (1964) said that “the model that ought to beinferred fromresearchis
of communication asatransactional processof equitableexchange” (p. 319), rather
than amodel of exploitation and one-way influence.

Quantitative research was not the only academic approach to mass communica-
tion, however. Scholarsresearching the mass mediafrom the perspective of critical
theory and cultural studies have used mostly qualitative methods to study how the
media are used to maintain power relationshipsin society or how mediatexts are
consumed by individualsand groupsin society, for example. For many of them, the
mediaareideological and, assuch, researchin thisareahasfocused on such themes
as elite domination of the mediaindustries, reproduction of the status quo viathe



Downloaded By: [B-on Consortium - 2007] At: 12:10 18 July 2008

THE END OF MASS COMMUNICATION? 369

mass media, and issues of democratizing access to the mass media, especially for
oppressed groups such as women and minorities, to name afew examples.

The preceding three viewslay out the defining features of mass communication
asit hasbeen conceived sincethe early 20th century: mass production, lack of indi-
vidual control, and finitein available channels. Theremainder of thisarticle argues
that these fundamentals of mass communication are not as true today asthey once
were, and that thisis due to the emergence of new media for human communica-
tion. In short, the argument to be made is that contemporary media are
“demassifying” mass communication. Some examples of today’'s new
demassifying technologies include handheld devices such as cell phones or video
games, but most important, Internet-based communication, including e-mail and
theWorld Wide Web. Thisdoes not imply, however, that all demassified technol o-
giesarenew. Infact, many older technol ogiesallowed for narrowcasting to specific
audiences and user control of content to some extent. In radio, FM and audiotape
serve asexamples; intelevision, UHF, cable, satellite, and videocassettesillustrate
thispoint. What is different about the new mediaisamatter of degree, aswe argue
in the next section.

THE NEW MEDIA AND THE END OF
MASS COMMUNICATION

More than any other technologies for mass communication, contemporary media
alow for agreater quantity of information transmission and retrieval, place more
control over both content creation and selection in the hands of their users, and do
so with less cost to the average consumer. The Internet serves as the best example
and, through digital convergence, will form the backbone of most future mediated
communication. The Internet was designed to be decentralized, meaning that con-
trol is distributed to all users who have relatively equal opportunity to contribute
content. Theincreased bandwidth of the Internet further enhances users' ability to
become content producersand to produce material that isfairly sophisticated at low
cost. In addition, many of the new technologies are more portable and, therefore,
more convenient to use compared with older mass media.

These characteristics of the new mediaare cracking the foundations of our con-
ception of mass communication. Today, mediainstitutions are changing such that
mass production isless mass. The explosion of available channels afforded by the
new technologies contributes to the demassification of the media by diffusing the
audiencefor any particular mediaproduct. Thishasresulted in channel speciaiza-
tion, and the old model of broadcasting to the masses has given way to market seg-
mentation and targeting to niche audiences. Although existing media institutions
arewell positioned to adapt to these changing conditions, the fact that the new me-
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diashrink the size of the audience for any particular channel islikely to create op-
portunities for others. That is, if smaller audiences mean reduced costs of produc-
tion and distribution, then more content producers will be able to enter the media
market. In the near future, the issue may be less about what media companies are
doing to people and more about what people are doing with the media.

The notion of the media as asocial problem because of their unchecked power
over themeans of mass expression isalso breaking down with the emergence of the
new media. Asdescribed earlier, thisidearested on mass soci ety theory and partic-
ularly on the notion of apassive, atomized audience. Although theideaof an atom-
ized society hasnever really been correct (amoreaccurate descriptor, both then and
now, isa“molecular society” where individuals are embedded in small interper-
sonal networks), it is even more far fetched today as new technol ogies extend our
networks across the globe and blur the boundaries between mass and interpersonal
communication.

Furthermore, tight control over access to the media by elites and professional
gatekeepers is waning as individuals and organizations of modest means become
content selectors and editors in their own right. Opportunities for self-expression
oncedenied by theold mediaare cel ebrated by the new media. Thisideaisencapsu-
lated in the now well-worn phrase “ on the Internet anyone can be an author.” The
threat of homogenized media content is diminished as new technologies enable
many millions of individuals to become content producers and as audiences are
reconceptualized as smaller and discrete “taste cultures,” rather than as an amor-
phous mass.

Also, the trend toward redistribution of power over the media from elites to
users makes obsolete the idea of a small handful of willful individuals attempt-
ing to impart a dominant ideology to maintain the status quo. For example, in
addition to alowing a greater variety of voices and views into public discourse,
the interactive capacity of the new media creates new ways of grassroots orga-
nizing and coalition building. Also along with media €elites, the government is
losing its power to control media content. The rationale for regulating the broad-
cast media, namely scarcity of the electromagnetic spectrum, is largely irrele-
vant with the new media and, consequently, the government’s legal basis for
protecting public morals and safety through content regulation is not easily ap-
plicable to this domain. In summary, as the mass-ness of the media declines and
as new technologies continue to empower individuals, socia control by elite
groups in society may become more difficult.

Theacademic study of masscommuni cation must al so change asaresult of new
technologies, and not simply in name. However, thisislesstrue for some aspects of
thedisciplinethanfor others. The study and use of practical skillsinthe preparation
of students to enter jobs in the media sector will continue as new media develop.
Skillssuch aswriting, editing, and production may bedlightly different, but they are
just asuseful inthe new mediaenvironment asthey werein theold. Thenew media
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do, however, seriously challenge the core assumptions of traditional empirical and
critical mass communication research.

One of the assumptions of empirical studies of media content has been that the
media are limited, identifiable, and, therefore, knowable through quantitative re-
search. Thisis changing. An example of two content analyses of media violence
serves to illustrate the point. The first report was commissioned by the Surgeon
General in the early 1970s and involved researchers at several major universities
around the country (Comstock & Rubinstein, 1971). To get a clear picture of the
amount of violence in the media, a viewer survey was used to ascertain the most
popular programs on television. Sixty-five program series were mentioned, all
from the three major networks. Weekday prime-time and Saturday morning net-
work television programswerethen recorded for 1 week and analyzed to determine
the amount of violence in each show.

In contrast to this, as part of the National Television Violence Study (1997),
researchers at the University of California-Santa Barbara performed a content
analysisin 1996-1997 with goals similar to the earlier report. However, the pro-
liferation of television and cable channels quickly proved this task to be much
more complex than it was in the early 1970s. For example, the researchers deter-
mined that 23 channels had to be included in the content analysis to capture the
shows that the public was watching and, therefore, provide a realistic picture of
the amount of violence that viewers were exposed to in the media. These chan-
nels are listed in Table 1. A viewer survey like the one done for the Surgeon
General was not feasible in this study because the number of shows that viewers
could select from would be overwhelming.

TABLE 1
Comparison of Studies of Media Violence
1971 (Surgeon General’s Report) 1996-1997 (National Television Violence Sudy)
Broadcast Broadcast Cable Premium
ABC ABC A&E Cinemax
NBC NBC AMC HBO
CBS CBS Black Entertainment Showtime
Fox Cartoon Network
KCAL Disney
KTLA Family
KCET Lifetime
MTV
Nickelodeon
TNT
USA

VH1
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This example illustrates that the amount of material available from the new
media is vast, which makes studies of media content much more difficult than
ever before. In fact, Internet content is literally unbounded, and when traditional
media migrate online (e.g., Web-based digital television), comprehensive analy-
ses of content may be all but impossible. To exacerbate this problem, each indi-
vidual user’s experience with content may differ in the new media environment,
as interactive technologies allow for users to select a subset of the available con-
tent on, for example, an entire Web site or follow different hyperlinks from page
to page. Unlike most traditional media texts, researchers cannot assume that be-
cause two people visited the same Web site, they were exposed to the same con-
tent. On the other hand, network technologies will allow researchers to record
with absolute accuracy the programs each user has accessed, at what time, and
for how long. As Web content becomes tagged with descriptors in its markup
programming language, it will be possible to ascertain the specific content the
user has accessed in the future.

Studies of media audiences may suffer the same fate as audiences become
harder to identify and monitor in the new media environment. Already, services
that provide demographic profiles of Web site visitors have been launched, but
problems of online privacy and user deception have prevented their widespread
use, at least as of yet. Media effects studies, too, may be more difficult with audi-
encesthat are not aswell assembled or accessibleto researchers asthey once were.
In addition, mass communication law and policy will have to change dramatically
giventhat the basisfor mediaregulationisinapplicableto new technologiesthat do
not rely on scarce resources and, thus, provideincreasingly abundant opportunities
for self-expression.

Finally, critical and cultural approaches to the study of mass communication
will have to adapt as well. Many of the themes in this research, such as the focus
on elite domination of the media, may not fit very well if the new media are able
to upend traditional power structures in society. At the very least, scholars in
this branch of the field will need to reassess the ways in which the most domi-
nant media corporations exercise their economic power and how they try to
maintain dominance through the marketing and distribution of their media prod-
ucts in the new media environment.

In summary, the mass media are changing in important and radical ways, as
summarized in Table 2. Several of these changes have been mentioned already,
for example, the number of channels going from few to many; the conception of
the audience shifting from a unified mass of millions who “consume” messages
to a diffuse group of even more millions, each of whom can, if desired, produce
their own messages; the transfer of control from senders to users; and the model
of transmission going from time-specific, one-way communication to two-way,
interactive exchange. Also, as discussed earlier, traditional research on media
content and its effects on audiences will become more complex because of the
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TABLE 2
Summary of Differences Between “Mass” and “Media” Communication
Mass Communication Media Communication
Channels Few Many
Audience Unified Diverse
Control Sender User
Transmission One-way, time-specific Interactive, at convenience
Research paradigms Content analysis, effects on audience Interface design, information search
Typification Television Video games, Web sites
Motivation Arousa Need satisfaction
Ego concept Identification Self-actualization
Socia control Laws, professional ethics, public Technical devices, monitoring
education
Learning Socia modeling Experiential
Scare statistic Number of murders a child sees Number of murders a child commits
by age 18 by age 18

vastness of media communication and the dispersion of the mass media audi-
ence. In its place will likely be studies of user interface design and information
search strategies.

Other important differences are apparent aswell. For example, mass communi-
cationistypified by television, whereasvideo gamesand Web sitesmay be consid-
ered the archetypes of media communication. User motivation also changes as
communication moves from mass to media. If a major motivation for using mass
communication was arousal regulation, as some have claimed (e.g., Zillmann &
Bryant, 1985), in an environment that enables people to locate information easily
and efficiently, users' motives may shift instead to more specific need satisfaction.
Motivationistied to the ego concept, and the process by which the ego concept is
developed may change as well. With mass communication, the ego concept is de-
veloped through identification with attractive others, for example, television char-
acters or celebrities. With media communication, it is likely to develop through
self-actualization, as the ability to connect with people who share our personal in-
terests and ideas is enhanced through the new technologies.

I'n the mass communication environment, social control is maintained through
laws(e.g., content regulation), professional ethics, and public education. Inthenew
media environment, technical devices and monitoring are used to keep peoplein
line (e.g., software that prevents access to certain Web sites or removes offensive
language from chat groups). The method of learning viamass communication was
assumed to occur through social modeling (Bandura, 1986, 1994), but with thein-
creased interactivity and user control of media communication, learning will be
more experiential (Lieberman, 2001). Finally, the scare statistic with traditional
mass communication was how many murdersachild seesby the age of 18; withthe
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interactive media experiences afforded by new technologies, particularly video
games, it ishow many virtual murders a child commits by the age of 18.

THE END OF MASS COMMUNICATION THEORY?

Although some of these prophesieshaveyet to realizetheir full potential intoday’s
media environment, many will cometo fruition in the next 5to 10 years. Asthese
changes in the media environment challenge our long-standing conceptions of
mass communication, many of our theoretical modelswill have to be reevaluated.
For example, how will such core mass communication theories as agenda-setting,
cultivation, and critical theory, all of which assume a centralized mass media sys-
tem, work in the new decentralized and demassified media environment? Albeit a
risky endeavor, some speculation isin order.

Agenda-Setting

A fundamental assumption of agenda-setting theory is that people get their news
from afinite number of news sources or outlets. Furthermore, because newsis se-
lected by professional gatekeeperswho operate under similar newsvalues, the me-
diaagendaisthought to be uniform acrossthose few outlets, at least on the national
level. However, as the number of news outlets increases and the number of news
consumers for any particular outlet decreases, the idea of a unified media agenda
becomes problematic. Some have suggested that in place of a collectively shared
agenda, fragmented and competing media agendas, and therefore public agendas,
will emerge (Shaw & Hamm, 1997).

Oneresult isthat agenda-setting research will become amuch more difficult en-
terprise. For example, measuring the media agenda, which is now accomplished
through content analyses of major newsoutlets, will become particularly challeng-
ing as the available sources of news expand. Measuring the public agendawill be
equally problematic as people filter and personalize their news using new media
technologies. For example, Negroponte's (1995) idea of the “daily me,” whereby
new technologies are programmed to automatically select news and other media
content that fitindividual users’ tastes and political perspectives, will make agree-
ment among respondents’ answers to the pollsters’ “most important problem”
question extremely unlikely.

Shaw and Hamm (1997) pointed out that thisisbad newsfor the positive aspects
of the media setting public and policy agendas, such as when the media help to
achieve a critical mass of people who mobhilize to solve some social problem. The
outcry and subsequent assistanceto millions of people starving in Africaduring the
1980s as a result of media coverage is an example of the positive effect of
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agenda-setting (Bosso, 1989). Through the daily me concept, the new mediawill
allow peopleto isolate themselvesfrom the larger public discourse and, inthe pro-
cess, underminethe very notion of alarger public discourse. Theresult may bethat
the kind of widespread collective action seen in the past may not be possiblein the
future. The problem isthat the public will not be able to come together over com-
mon issues because there will not be any issues that they share in common. Of
course, the extent to which audiences will prefer customizing their own news to
newsthat has been presel ected by expert newseditorsisan interesting question that
will have to be addressed in future agenda-setting research.

New communication technologies may be good news, however, in combating
the negative aspects of agenda-setting. Specificaly, the interactive or two-way
communication capacity and overall increased information flow associated with
new technologies may give more power to people whose agendas would not nor-
mally be reported in the major mass media. Also, media communication enables
peopleto not only set their own mediaagendas but to influence others' issue agen-
das by helping them locate and contact people who care about similar issues. The
new mediamay al so give people more power to set the policy agendathrough direct
electronic access to their political representatives and, particularly, through new
opportunities for grassroots organizing with interested others. In addition, the
availability of competing news interpretations or frames on the Internet may help
audiencesbetter understand i ssues, although thiswill depend ontheir motivationto
seek out multiple sources of news, which may below (Neuman, 1991). However, if
these possibilities are realized, the key problem for agenda-setting theory will
change from what issues the mediatell peopleto think about to what i ssues people
tell the mediathey want to think about.

Cultivation

Cultivation theory rests on the assumption that mass media content forms a coher-
ent system, aworldview that islimited to certain themes(e.g., violence) dueto eco-
nomic constraints, such asthe use of lowest common denominator programming to
appeal toamassaudience(e.g., Gerbner & Gross, 1976). However, thisassumption
may break down with the new mediaas scarcity disappearsand as content becomes
increasingly diversified, and when mass audiences shrink in size for any given
channel and become more selective. In cultivationterms, the ability of themediato
homogenize or mainstream viewersto asingle worldview may decline because so
many different worldviews are increasingly available.

Some scholarshave argued that the greater diversity of content and the user con-
trol afforded by new communication technologies spell the end of cultivation the-
ory (e.g., Bryant, 1986). In fact, there is some evidence for this conclusion. Perse,
Ferguson, and McLeod (1994), for example, found diminished cultivation effects
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among owners of VCRs and other “new” technologies (i.e., cable television) that
increasetelevisionviewers' channel repertoire. Totheextent that thenew mediafa-
cilitateexposureto amultiplicity of truly diverse content, rather than simply extend
thereach of traditional mediamessages, they will likely lead to reduced cultivation
effects.

However, the end of the media's ahility to mainstream audiences to a com-
mon symbolic environment does not necessarily mean the end of cultivation the-
ory. Instead, as many worldviews are disseminated through the new media,
cultivation theory may shift toward a vision in which individuals are cultivated
to speciaized worldviews of their own choosing. The new media’s power to cul-
tivate these self-selected worlds may be stronger because of resonance, which is
the idea that cultivation effects may be boosted for those whose everyday reality
matches the mediated reality to which they are exposed. That is, with
narrowcasting and better ability to select and filter content, audiences for new
media will likely opt for content that is consistent with their preexisting ideas
and prejudices, thus allowing them to match their media experience to their own
views with greater precision than ever before possible. Because of this, people
will be able to live in a cocoon of self-reinforcing media, enhanced by
like-minded others who they have found online.

Although the idea of media users being cultivated to the specific worldviews
that they choose for themselves is not inherently dangerous, some of those views
may be even scarier and more violent than that of broadcast television. Extreme
perspectives, from hate groups to pedophilia, are thriving on the Internet where
conventional social restraints on the expression of unpopular opinions are elimi-
nated (for thisreason, it has been suggested that the new mediaare bringing the end
of the spiral of silence aswell). These conditions give new opportunities for once
disparate groups to grow into “loud minorities” who may feel empowered by the
socia support of extreme, but similarly inclined others (Sunstein, 2000).

Critical Theory and Cultural Studies

Theimplicationsof thenew mediafor critical theory weretouched onearlier. If new
technologies shift power from elite groups to a greater proportion of media users,
and particularly if mediaproducersand receiversdo becomeinterchangeabl e, prob-
lems such as media-induced hegemony and democratic accessto the mediawill be
less pressing. Also, as opportunitiesfor mediaaudiencesto definetheir own social
reality and challenge the status quo arefacilitated and even invigorated by the new
media, ideological control by elite-owned media may become anachronistic.
However, critical theorists may point out that the history of every technology is
toward greater centralized control by groups who are already in power, and the
Internet isno exception (Beniger, 1996). Companieswith familiar logos, largeem-
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ployeeroalls, and profuse computing power are already lining up to take control of
cyberspace, asthe recent AOL-Time Warner merger illustrates. Thereal problem
for anyone producing content in the new mediaenvironment will bein figuring out
how to capture people's attention amid the plethora of competing options.
Well-known compani es with deep pockets and decades of experience honing their
skills at attracting audiences may have the edgein the futurein thisregard, just as
they have had in the past.

Critical theoristsmight al so point out that although democrati c accessto the new
mediamay betrueintheory, itisfar from what is happening in practice. The prob-
lemof the“ digital divide” hasreceived agreat deal of attentioninboththescholarly
literature and popular press. Thefear isthat |essprivileged groupsin society will be
left behind during the information revolution because of their impaired economic
ability to access new technologies. If past research on the diffusion of mediatech-
nologiesservesasaguide, thisfear iswell founded, although thereisalready some
evidence that the digital divide might be decreasing, at least in the United States
(Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, 1999).

The new mediado present opportunitiesfor cultural studiestheorists, with their
emphasis on audience reception research. Theories of how users create, interpret,
and appropriate content will likely become central in the new media environment.
For exampl e, studiesof fan cultureswill be needed by mediascholarsand practitio-
nersto understand how, in a situation of abundant choice, certain mediatexts can
gain and hold peopl€’s attention. Also, insights gained from these theorists may
help empower those who want to use the new mediato subjugate the dominant ide-
ology by offering alternative perspectives.

CONCLUSION

Thus, isthisthe end of mass communication? Should we abandon the term aswell
as our existing theoretical models? In some respects, the answer isyes. Certainly,
peopl€e’ s everyday mass media experience will become moreindividualized asthe
new mediacontinueto evolve and diffusethroughout society. Mediaproducerswill
develop productstailored to smaller but more homogeneous audiences rather than
to an undifferentiated mass. However, in other ways, the answer is no. First, ac-
cording to Turow (1992), the “mass media are a part of the process of creating
meanings about society for the members of society” (p. 107). In this way, mass
communication serves an important and unique function in society, onethat isun-
likely to diminish in the future. For example, thereisreason to believe that “media
events’ such as live war footage or the Olympics will continue to unite audiences
onamassscale, just asthey have aways done (Dayan & Katz, 1992). Second, al-
though smaller thanin the past, audiencesfor many of the new mediachannelswill
still be massive, numbering in the millions. As aresult, what we have learned by
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studying the techniques and effects of mass communication will continueto be ap-
plicable in the new media environment.

Furthermore, although somelong-standing theorieswill becomelessrelevant or
at the very least will have to change their focus as mass becomes media communi-
cation, otherswill likely increasetheir statureinthefield. For example, in addition
to theories of audience reception, uses and gratifications approachesto new media,
withtheir focus on audience motivationsfor mediause, will probably becomemore
important as audience members are more active, either instrumentally or ritualisti-
cally, in selecting and producing content for themselves (Morris& Ogan, 1996). In
fact, any theoriesin which selective exposure playsacentral part arelikely tobere-
invigorated in the new media environment.

Moreimportant, however, researchersneed toresist thetemptationto simply ap-
ply old models of mass communication to the new media. Because of fundamental
differences between the old and new technologies that have been discussed in this
article, new theories of mediauses and impacts must be devel oped and tested. The
new mediabring challengesto our old models, aswell asthe occasionto reevaluate,
extend, and perhaps even supercede them. Steve Chaffee began that task with his
ideasin this article, and now he leaves it up to the rest of usto continue.
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