




Beyond becoming a critical consumer of mediated messages, we also produce
mediated communication. Sending an e-mail message, creating a web page, and
posting to an online chat room or discussion board are all examples of mediated
communication. For decades textbooks used in introductory communication courses
have treated mediated communication as something we listen to, watch, or readÑ
all messages produced by other people. The Internet has forced all of us to change
our assumptions about mediated communication. Today all of us have the potential
simultaneously to be consumers and producers of mediated messages. Thus a second
reason to study mediated communication is to become a more thoughtful producer
of mediated messages.
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As mentioned in the previous section, mediated
communication is more than just radio, television,
and newspapers. Mediated communicationis the
use of electronic messages to create meaning.
Within mediated communication we make the dis-
tinction between mass communication and computer-mediated communication.

Mass communicationis a process in which professional communicators use
technology to share messages over great distances to inßuence large audiences
(Dominick, 2005). In mass communication a professional communicator is the
sourceÑsomeone who shares information, ideas, or attitudes with someone else.
The source might be a television or newspaper reporter, an author, or an
announcer. The technological devices are the channels, or the means by which a
message is sent. For example, radio and television messages are transmitted via
cable and satellite systems, and printed messages are transmitted via printing
presses, computers, and, increasingly, satellite. The message is the meaning the
source attempts to share with another person. In mass communication the large
audience comprises the receivers, the people who are the intended recipients of
the message. Occasionally, a receiver of the message will send feedback to the
source, that is, a response that allows the source to determine if the message was
correctly understood. In mass communication feedback can be conveyed through
a letter to the editor, an e-mail to your cable provider, or a telephone call to a
television station.

As you can surmise from this description of mass communication, this form
of mediated communication is linear in nature. That is, communication ßows
primarily from the sender to the receiver with little or no feedback from the receiver
to the sender. Here we make a distinction between mass communication and
computer-mediated communication.

Computer-mediated communication,often referred to as CMC,is human-to-
human interaction using networked computer environments (Thurlow, Lengel, &
Tomic, 2004). When you e-mail another person, that person can respond to your
message; when you engage in an online chat, other people can interact with you by
asking questions or responding to your statements; more advanced programs like
Skype can even be used to facilitate face-to-face discussions over the Internet. In
each of these situations, the communication is interactive: You are both a sender
andreceiver of communication.

What Is Mediated
Communication?

mediated
communication

The use of electronic
messages to create
meaning.

mass
communication

A process in which 
professional communi-
cators use technology
to share messages over
great distances to inßu-
ence large audiences.

computer-mediated
communication
(CMC)

Human-to-human
interaction using net-
worked computer
environments.
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Although we view mass communication and CMC as different forms of medi-
ated communication, they share the common element of using electronic channels
to facilitate communication. Mediated communication, prevalent in our lives
already, will only increase in the future. For that reason we must become effective
consumers and producers of mediated messages.

4 Mediated Communication and Media Literacy

List all of the ways that you use electronic forms of communication. How frequently
do you use e-mail, chat rooms, or instant messaging? How do you use these electronic
tools? Do you use them to keep in touch with friends and relatives? Do you use them
for business purposes?

TRY �� THIS

The mass media permeate our lives, often without
our realization. Instead of listing all of the ways
that you are exposed to the media, try to think of

a place you can go to escape mediated messages. Such places exist, to be sure. You
can turn off your car radio and go for a drive in the country (be careful to avoid
billboards). You could lock yourself in your room (be sure to cover those posters and
stay off the Internet). Of course, you can also try to find a nice cave in which to
spend time (but if the cave has hieroglyphics, you will have to find a new one since
hieroglyphics were perhaps the first form of mass communication). As you can see,
escaping the influence of the mass media is possible, but it takes some forethought
and planning.

What Are the Mass Media?
The mass media serve a variety of purposes in our lives. We are informed, persuaded,
and entertained by the mass media; sometimes all three happen at the same time. In
this section we pay particular attention to how we use the mass media as sources of
information. For each medium we address its major advantages and disadvantages as
a source of information. Critical listeners and consumers keep these advantages and
disadvantages in mind as they review information from mediated sources. The sug-
gestions we provide in this section will also be relevant when you conduct research
for speeches and papers in this class or other classes (for a summary see Table 1).

• Newspapers. Freedom of the press has long been America’s chief defense
against government abuses of its citizens. Our oldest mass medium, newspa-
pers are one of our most reliable sources of information. But even highly cred-
ible newspapers make mistakes, so do not consider everything you read in
the paper 100% reliable. Among the most reliable newspapers are national
publications such as The Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, and The
Washington Post. Good regional papers include The Atlanta Constitution, The
Miami Herald, and The St. Louis Post-Dispatch. Make sure you know which
newspapers in your area are considered the most reliable and trustworthy.

The Mass Media
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• Television. Television news is currently the most widely used source of infor-
mation about current events. When you are watching broadcast news, you
should recognize that the immediacy of the news is much more a factor with
television than with newspapers and magazines, so skepticism regarding
breaking news is particularly important. Broadcast news stations will often
go immediately on the air with a breaking news story to “beat” competing
stations. Often, however, initial statements and inferences regarding events
are unclear or even incorrect.

• News magazines. News magazines are better for in-depth treatment of recent
events than are newspapers and television. Information in news magazines is
not as immediate as in newspapers or television. National news magazines
like Time, Newsweek, and US News & World Report are regarded as reliable
sources. Other sources tend to be more liberal—or conservative—and are not
as objective.

• The Internet. Some of the most outrageous news comes from the Internet.
Because many Internet discussions and blogs lack editorial control, rumors
and speculative gossip run rampant. Although the Internet makes large quan-
tities of information accessible to remote areas, you should always be skepti-
cal of the quality of information posted there.

Mediated Communication and Media Literacy 5

TABLE 1 A COMPARISON OF MASS MEDIA FORMS

TYPE OF MASS MEDIA PRIMARY ADVANTAGE(S) PRIMARY PROBLEM(S)

Newspapers Considered a time-tested and Some more credible than others. 
reliable source of information. Not as fast as other media in 
Often present both objective and terms of getting the word out.
editorialized coverage of issues.

Television (and radio) Because of technology, perhaps the Rapid release of information can
“fastest” source of information. result in fragmented or inaccurate

stories.

News magazines Provide in-depth coverage of Slower sources of information 
important national interest. because they are published less 

frequently.

The Internet Fast and readily accessible. Lack of editorial control and 
accountability. Questionable 
sources may be employed.

Compare the front page of a daily newspaper like The New York Times or your local
newspaper with the website for that newspaper. How are they similar and different?
Do you think the newspaper is trying to reach a different audience with its website?
What does the website have that the actual newspaper does not?

TRY �� THIS
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• Professional journals. Every academic discipline has professional journals, as
do professions such as law and medicine. Generally, professional journals are
good sources of information because editorial boards carefully review articles
prior to publication. For example, most journals use what is called blind peer
review, which means that an article submitted for publication is anonymously
reviewed by other professionals in the discipline before being accepted for
publication. The downside of professional journals is that they are written
for specialized audiences and often use jargon that is difficult for an ordinary
person to understand.

6

The Internet is a valuable tool for finding information on any number of topics. 
Select your favorite hobby. Go to www.yahoo.com and search for websites about
your hobby. Which sites were most interesting? Were some sites geared to sell you
something? Were those sites as useful as other sites for learning information about 
your hobby?

TRY �� THIS

What Are the Effects of the Mass Media?
The term “couch potato” has become common in our culture. At one time or
another we have all curled up on the couch (or in the lounger) with a bag of chips,
big soda, and candy in preparation for our favorite program or the big game. Besides

blind peer review

Anonymous review of
articles submitted for
publication in profes-
sional journals by other
professionals in the 
discipline.

Cultural Note

The Internet Culture
Later in the chapter we discuss how the mass media affect our culture through
gatekeeping, agenda setting, and other processes. For now, think about how the Inter-
net has affected our culture. Dubin (2001) notes that the Internet is now influencing the
language we speak. Terms like mouse and virus have taken on new meanings; new
terms like firewall and RAM now enter our vocabulary when talking about topics other
than computers. Noted cultural critic Neil Postman goes so far as to argue that the
digital culture perpetuated through the Internet and television has caused our society
to emphasize glitz and entertainment rather than rational thought. Such an effect,
according to Postman, influences everything from the way we learn to political
elections.

Beyond the influence of the Internet in our own culture, other societies must
adapt to the rapid worldwide rise in Internet usage. Iran, once a very closed society, 
is seeing a rapid growth in Internet use among its youth (Moore, 2001). Because the
Internet is so “foreign” to the Iranian culture, religious and political leaders are now
scrambling to deal with the issue. Religious leaders, called clerics, are creating web
pages at the same time that government officials are shutting down Internet cafés in
Tehran. How do you think access to the Internet could potentially change a culture like
Iran? Does the Internet have the potential to bring the world together, or will it be
just another medium of communication like television?
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these self-indulging behaviors, the media affect us in numerous other ways. In this
section we discuss how the mass media influence our behaviors and shape the cul-
ture in which we live.

Influencing Behavior

No issue better illustrates the influence of mass media on our actions than the issue
of violence. Most people agree that violence is more prevalent in the United States
than in most other countries, and many experts think they have proof that mass
media are implicated in the burgeoning violence. A look at the research tells part
of the story.

The Surgeon General of the United States released a report in 2001 addressing
the link between media violence and youth violence (Youth Violence, 2001). The
overall conclusion of the Surgeon General’s report was that hundreds of research
studies, spanning several decades, demonstrate a statistically significant relationship
between exposure to mediated violence and violent behavior. Violence in the media
occurs on television; in movies, music videos, and video games; and potentially on
the Internet. The data summarized by the Surgeon General were collected largely
by communication researchers at UCLA and published in the National Television
Violence Study Report (Federman, 1998). Consider the following statistics high-
lighted in the UCLA study:

• 61% of television programs contain some violence; only 4% feature “nonviolence”
themes.

• 44% of violent episodes on television involve characters with some qualities
worthy of emulation.

• Nearly 75% of violent episodes on television feature no immediate punish-
ment or negative reaction to the violent behavior.

• Only 16% of violent programs feature long-term, realistic consequences of
violence.

Other studies suggest that violence is not limited to television programming. Over
half of all MTV and BET music videos typically depict violence or aggression
(Smith, 2005).

What is the result of such mediated violence? Statistics reviewed by the Amer-
ican Academy of Pediatrics suggest that as much as 10–20% of real-life violence
may be attributed to mediated violence (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2001).
Real-life examples illustrate these statistics. The 1999 shooting at Columbine High
School in Littleton, Colorado, underscored the violence contained in “first-person
shooter” video games (Cimons, 2000); listening to “death metal” music was impli-
cated as a possible reason for two boys in San Luis Obispo, California, killing a
female classmate as part of a satanic ritual (Waxman, 2001); after several young
men died imitating the action, Touchstone Films removed a video scene in which
football players demonstrated their “courage” by lying in the middle of a highway
at night (Wilson & Wilson, 1998).

Why does viewing violent imagery lead to violent behavior? Researchers in the
field of communication claim that violent programming can desensitize us to violence.
In one study, groups of people were shown either violent programming or exciting but
nonviolent programming. After watching the programs for 2 hours, the participants
then watched an additional 90-second clip of violent programming. Participants who

Mediated Communication and Media Literacy 7
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had previously viewed 2 hours of violent programming showed very little reaction in
terms of heart rate, feelings of anxiety, or changes in mood. Participants who viewed
2 hours of nonviolent programming had the opposite reaction: They had higher heart
rates and experienced increased anxiety, hostility, and depression (Linz, Donnerstein,
& Adams, 1989). The implication of this study is that violent programming psycho-
logically affects us. Watching violence desensitizes us to additional violence.

The influence of television is not entirely negative. Viewers around the world
have never known so much about political candidates, accidents, crime, crises, and
weather as they do today. With the advent of 24-hour news and weather programs,
you can find out the latest news, weather, and road reports whenever you wish.

Shaping Culture

Because people depend on the mass media to inform them, the media play a major
role in shaping our culture. Consider the influence of football on the American cul-
ture. The sense of “maleness” and competition that surrounds football supports the
belief that men are supposed to be tough and macho. The game subtly reinforces
the notion that people can be anything they want to be if only they try hard enough,
a distinct belief in American culture. Indeed, as early as the nineteenth century,
cheap paperback novels promoted the virtues of hard work, education, and rugged
individualism. Such values have been repeated in radio programs, magazine stories,
and television situation comedies so often that they have become a part of our social
fabric.

Once you start to think this way, the significance of the mass media as “culture
industries” becomes apparent. This viewpoint assumes two important concepts. First,
the media are an arena for working out competing definitions of reality. Thus the
media become a debating ground for our system of values and beliefs. Second, the
effects of the media are not simple, direct results but complex consequences inter-
woven in the cultural fabric. When you see the media as contributing to the cul-
ture, you can ask how they affect that culture on a societal level. In this section we
tackle that issue by discussing four cultural functions of the media: gatekeeping,
agenda setting, perpetuating stereotypes, and cultivating perceptions.

Gatekeeping Gatekeeping is the process of determining what news, information,
or entertainment will reach a mass audience. The term gatekeeping, coined by Kurt
Lewin in 1947, describes news traveling through a series of checkpoints before
reaching the public (Wilson & Wilson, 1998). To see how gatekeeping works, con-
sider what happens with a freeway accident involving a large truck and two cars.
Gatekeeping first occurs when newspapers, for example, determine if the accident
is serious enough to justify sending reporters to the scene. If editors send
reporters to the scene, they will act as gatekeepers when they decide if a story
should be published. If written, the story goes to a copy editor, who edits the story
on the way to the city editor, who judges its importance and placement. A news
director at a television station, an acquisitions editor at a book publishing com-
pany, and other gatekeepers make such decisions every day. Thus each day a num-
ber of people control what you will see.

Agenda Setting Agenda setting simply means that when the media pay attention to
certain topics, they determine, or set the agenda for, what topics are discussed by
individuals and society (Lim, 2006). Although journalists attempt to serve as

8 Mediated Communication and Media Literacy
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watchdogs of the political process, other forces also shape such agendas. Political
and social agendas are both challenged and validated through the information
and entertainment media. If the media deem a story or issue important, the story
will get media attention; if they perceive the story as unimportant, the story will
receive very little attention. Issues deemed important by the media become sig-
nificant issues in the minds of the public.

To illustrate the agenda-setting function of the media, we return to, the topic
of teen violence. In the wake of the Columbine High School shootings, the topic
of youth violence became a significant issue for the media. As media coverage of
the topic increased, the nation’s attention to the topic also increased. Are people’s
perceptions of youth violence accurate? According to a study comparing national
statistics with the public’s views on crime, those perceptions are not accurate. As
explained by Dorfman and Schiraldi (2001):

• Although most people believe youth crime is increasing, homicides by juveniles
dropped 68% between 1993 and 1999.

• In a 1998 poll nearly two-thirds of the respondents indicated they believed
juvenile crime was increasing. In 1998 juvenile crime reached a 25-year low.

• On network television, news about homicides increased by 473% between 1990
and 1998; the national homicide arrests dropped by 33% over that same period.

Mediated Communication and Media Literacy 9

� S K I L L B U I L D E R �

Watch the evening and nightly news on two of your local or regional TV stations.
What issues or stories did the broadcasters emphasize? For instance, what was the lead
story? Which story did the news broadcast spend the most time on? How do you think
emphasizing these stories could shape or even distort the perceptions of viewers? When
you come to class the next day, be prepared to discuss your observations and conclu-
sions with your classmates.

As explained by Dorfman, one of the authors of the report and a researcher
with the Berkeley Media Studies Institute, “The majority of Americans who get
their information on which to base decisions—whether its voting decisions or what
policies to support or what to be afraid of in the world—get that information from
the news. . . . When the news limits the information that people get, that leads to
distortion” (quoted in Texeira, 2001). Thus the agenda set by the media not only
shapes what we talk about but also potentially distorts our perceptions of issues.

Perpetuating Stereotypes Julia Wood (1994), a communication professor at the
University of North Carolina, provides an interesting picture of the world as
depicted by the media: It is a world in which white males make up two-thirds of
the population. The women are fewer in number, perhaps because less than 10%
live beyond 35. Those who do, like their male counterparts and the younger females,
are nearly all white and heterosexual. In addition to being young, the majority of
women are beautiful, thin, passive, and primarily concerned with relationships and
getting rings out of collars and commodes. There are a few bad, bitchy women, and
they are not as blandly pretty, not as subordinate, and not as caring as the “good”
women. Most of the bad ones work outside the home, which is why they are hard-
ened and undesirable. The more powerful, ambitious men occupy themselves with
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important business deals, exciting adventures, and rescues of dependent females,
whom they often assault sexually.

What Wood is talking about is the stereotypes that mass media perpetuate.
Stereotypes often depict people who are not from the dominant culture, which, as
you learned in chapter 7, is white, middle-class men. When the media portray
women, the women tend to fit cultural views of gender. Wood (1994) says women
are depicted “as sex objects who are usually young, thin, beautiful, passive, depen-
dent, and often incompetent and dumb. Female characters devote their primary
energies to improving their appearances and taking care of homes and people”
(p. 233). The good women, like Snow White and Sleeping Beauty, tend to be soft,
tender, pretty, and passive. The bad women, like the wicked witch in The Wizard
of Oz and Alex in the movie Fatal Attraction, are hard, cold, and aggressive. In films
and in TV movies, a man who is tender and cooks for the family or a woman who
is a CEO is rarely seen. Instead, people are regularly portrayed in gender roles that
are traditional, limiting, and unrealistic. The point is that media portrayals do not
necessarily reflect reality. Like the gatekeepers of the news, movie moguls have an
unwritten rule about how women and men must behave. Wood says, “The rule
seems to be that a woman may be strong and successful if and only if she also exem-
plifies traditional stereotypes of femininity—subservience, passivity, beauty, and an
identity linked to one or more men” (p. 241).

Unfortunately, the media create numerous other stereotypes. For example, in
the wake of Hurricane Katrina, news coverage typically described hurricane victims
from a certain perspective—poor, uneducated, and, more often than not, nonwhite
(Lehrman, 2005). And, more generally, journalists tend to describe people in news
stories from somewhat stereotypic vantage points. To combat such stereotyping,
Lehrman suggests that journalists should counterbalance descriptions and imagery
so that inaccurate perceptions are not created. Moreover, entertainment programs
can take greater care to depict individuals in less stereotypic roles. For example,
individuals with disabilities could be depicted in leadership positions, such as with
the character Carrie Weaver in ER (Prime Time’s Disabled Images, 2001).

Cultivating Perceptions A final issue illustrating the effects of the mass media is
the cultivation of perceptions. The cultivation effect suggests that heavy television
and media use leads people to perceive reality as consistent with the portrayals they
see on television (Bilandzic, 2006). Gerbner (1998), the person credited with fram-
ing cultivation theory, notes that widely seen images promote attitudes and values
on the part of viewers. Take the issue of violence. Other theories discussed in this
chapter suggest that mediated violence leads to real violence. Gerbner and his col-
leagues take a less direct route and suggest that heavy television viewing causes one
to feel that the world is a dangerous place. Consider the following findings:

• Frequent television viewers perceive their risk of being a victim of violence
as much greater than do less frequent viewers.

• Heavy television viewers fear walking alone at night more than do low tel-
evision viewers.

• Heavy television viewers are more skeptical and predict the worst from other
people. Low television viewers are more optimistic.

In addition to explaining how the media affect our perceptions, Gerbner and
his colleagues claim that the media normalize violence. That is, repeated exposure
to violence leads viewers to believe that violent actions are normal responses to
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stressful situations. Such normalization of violence has the potential to make a per-
son more predisposed to act violently toward others.

Cultivation theory provides a potentially powerful analysis of how the media
affect us. Although a link between mediated violence and real violence is difficult
to prove, Gerbner’s theory has intuitive appeal. Viewing continual violence and see-
ing minorities misrepresented are bound to have some long-term effects on our per-
ceptions of the world.

Mediated Communication and Media Literacy 11

During the 1990s computer-mediated communica-
tion became a common communication tool at
most universities and in many businesses. A former
graduate school colleague, now a human resources
director for a technology firm in Phoenix, told us
that her company moved entirely to e-mail as a form of communication. The com-
pany actually encourages e-mail rather than face-to-face interactions for internal
communication because e-mail is more efficient: People spend less time talking
about sports and gossipping. We are not ready to advocate the “only e-mail” approach
to improving productivity; however, our friend’s company illustrates the importance
of CMC in twenty-first-century communication practices.

Computer-mediated communication is more than simply using e-mail. In fact,
CMC comes in numerous forms. In this section we identify several examples of CMC
and discuss research exploring communication processes within a CMC environment.

Types of CMC
Nearly every form of CMC utilizes the Internet or networked computers to facili-
tate human-to-human interaction. E-mail, for example, can travel around the world
using the Internet or across the building using a company’s network. Although all
CMC shares the concept of networking, the similarities in types of CMC end there.
Just as mass media have several varieties, several varieties of CMC exist. And, like
mass media, each variety of CMC has certain advantages and disadvantages.

One way to classify types of CMC is based on whether the communication is
synchronous or asynchronous. Synchronous communication occurs when members of
the communication interaction are able to interact in real time and each participant
is simultaneously a sender and receiver. For example, a face-to-face conversation or
telephone call is synchronous communication. Asynchronous communication
occurs when the communication interaction has delays and each participant must
take turns being the sender and receiver. If you have ever had a pen pal or kept in
touch with a friend or family member by mail, you have engaged in asynchronous
communication.

Computer-Mediated
Communication

synchronous
communication

Members of the com-
munication interaction
are able to interact in
real time, and each
participant is simulta-
neously a sender and
receiver.

asynchronous
communication

Delays occur in the
communication inter-
action and each partici-
pant must take turns
being the sender and
receiver.

List examples of both synchronous and asynchronous communication that you use to
keep in touch with friends, relatives, or co-workers. What are some examples of situa-
tions in which synchronous communication is most effective for you? What are some
examples of situations in which asynchronous communication is most effective?

TRY �� THIS
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In this section we highlight six of the most common types of CMC: e-mail, bul-
letin board systems, instant messaging/chat, audio-video conferencing, blogs, and
virtual worlds.

• Electronic mail. Electronic mail uses the Internet or a computer network to
send addressable messages to another person connected to the Internet or
network. E-mail is a popular method of communication for both organiza-
tions and individuals. The graph in Figure 1, based on statistics reported in
the UCLA Internet Report (2000), illustrates the percentage breakdown of
how often people check their e-mail. As you can see, e-mail is a dominant
form of asynchronous CMC.

• Bulletin board systems. Bulletin board systems (BBS) are text-based asyn-
chronous communication tools that allow users to disseminate information
to a large number of people. BBS discussions housed on websites are focused
on a particular topic of interest. BBS-like discussions can also take place
using a listserv, which is an e-mail–based discussion. Both web-based and 
e-mail–based discussions allow one person to asynchronously post a message
to any number of people who have access to the discussion.

• Instant messaging and chat. Instant messaging (IM) is a text-based form of
synchronous communication that allows users to connect two computers
over the Internet and have a “conversation” through their computers.
Instant messaging requires specialized software, often free, that allows you
to contact other people instantly. Internet relay chat (IRC) is a text-based
synchronous communication system that allows multiple users to interact in
real time via the Internet. Various websites host chat rooms that allow mul-
tiple users to log on, often with anonymous nicknames, and interact with
other users.

• Audio-video conferencing. Audio-video conferencing uses the Internet or a net-
work to connect two or more multimedia-capable computers for live, inter-
active conversations using visual and auditory channels of communication. By
using computer microphones and inexpensive cameras, it is possible to con-
duct inexpensive conversations with video over the Internet.
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Figure 1 How often people check e-mail.
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• Blogs. Blogs are online journals where entries about topics are displayed in
reverse chronological order. You can easily find blogs about your favorite tel-
evision show or musical group or even your university—blogs are even
becoming important sources of news that can influence elections. Most blogs
allow viewers to leave comments for and/or post questions to the author of
the blog. Look for blogs using Google’s Blog search engine (www.blogsearch.
google.com). Blogs are becoming one of the most popular forms of asyn-
chronous communication because nearly anyone can find (or create) a blog
on something of interest to them.

• Virtual worlds. One of the newest and most interesting forms of asynchronous
communication is virtual worlds like Second Life (www.secondlife.com).
These virtual worlds are web-based vitual realities where participants create
characters (called “avatars”) that they use to meet and interact with other
participants in the virtual worlds. Some participants even purchase virtual
real estate where they can sell goods and services to others in the virtual
world (that is, to make money in the “real” world). These virtual worlds are
populated with digital representations of real people—they just chose to be
part of a virtual online community part of the time.

CMC and the Communication Process
Unlike mass media, CMC allows individuals to communicate on a personal level.
Because of the personalized nature of CMC, the Internet is quickly becoming a
tool for creating, enacting, and maintaining personal relationships not feasible
through “snail mail” or long-distance phone calls. Now, romantic partners in
“long-distance relationships” can easily remain in contact; members of the U.S.
armed forces stationed overseas can easily communicate with family and friends;
you can even create and sustain relationships entirely online. But can the Inter-
net truly support the warmth of personal interaction that we all seek? Communi-
cation scholars have explored the processes and effects of CMC to address this
question.

The UCLA Internet Report (2000) provides evidence that CMC is quickly
becoming a viable tool for sustaining communication in interpersonal relationships.
Participants in the UCLA survey indicated that the Internet increased their contact
with family and friends, professional colleagues, and people sharing their hobbies or
recreational activities. Furthermore, 26.2% of the participants indicated that they
had “online friends” whom they had not met in person, and 12.4% indicated that
they had met someone first online and then in person.

13

Observing a Chat Room
Go to yahoo.com and search for the phrase “chat rooms.” The returned results will
list several different chat rooms. All chat rooms may require some sort of free registra-
tion where you select a user name. Enter one of the rooms and observe the discussion.
What issues did participants discuss? How would you characterize chat discussions as
similar to and/or different from face-to-face conversations?

E-Note
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In this section we highlight research related to three general areas of CMC
research: the nature of CMC interactions, the role of CMC in community forma-
tion, and the notion of gender in CMC.

The Nature of CMC Interactions

Based on your knowledge of communication, fundamental differences between
CMC and face-to-face communication should be obvious. Primarily, CMC does not
allow a full array of nonverbal behaviors to be utilized. Moreover, CMC is more
dependent on interpretation of the written word, which has the potential to reduce
both the depth and breadth of communication. Thus the question addressed by com-
munication scholars is not so much “How is CMC different from face-to-face com-
munication?” Rather, they ask, “How do users of CMC adapt to make CMC more
similar to face-to-face communication?”

In chapter 6 you learned about the uncertainty reduction theory—when we
meet someone new or encounter new or ambiguous situations, we seek to reduce
our uncertainty. Does the process of uncertainty reduction in CMC relationships
correspond to uncertainty reduction behaviors in face-to-face relationships? Pratt,
Weisman, Cody, and Wendt (1999) addressed this question by analyzing the con-
tent of asynchronous CMC interactions between youngsters and senior citizens who
became e-mail “pen pals.” A natural strategy for reducing uncertainty, in both
CMC and face-to-face communication, is to ask questions. Pratt and colleagues
found that, compared to participants in face-to-face relationships, CMC partici-
pants asked roughly the same number and same types of questions during their
interactions even though the CMC interactions were asynchronous and took
longer to develop. One difference between CMC and face-to-face interaction was
that CMC participants asked more questions aimed at getting at the “inner self ”
of the other person. The researchers speculate that this difference could be because
CMC participants were not distracted by superficial characteristics like ethnicity
or attractiveness.

In addition to uncertainty reduction, researchers have explored similarities
and differences in impression formation between face-to-face communication and
CMC. Impression formation involves making inferences about another person’s
personality, values, and traits. Hancock and Dunham (2001) wanted to determine
if impression formations were the same for both types of communication. Results
of their study indicated that impressions formed in the CMC environments were
less detailed but stronger than those formed as a result of face-to-face interac-
tions. We might say that we develop stronger reactions to others during CMC
interactions; however, those reactions may be based on a relatively small amount
of information.

Although we may not view it as such, cyberspace has created a new culture.
People from a variety of backgrounds and cultures merge into a new world in
cyberspace. What are the common rules of cyberspace? Virginia Shea (1995) sys-
tematized Internet etiquette in her book Netiquette. Shea identified 10 rules for
the Net:

1. Remember the human. Treat other people the same way you wish to be treated.
2. Adhere to the same standards of behavior online that you follow in real life.

Ethical behavior is in order, and breaking the law is as problematic on the
Net as it is in other aspects of our lives.

14 Mediated Communication and Media Literacy

netiquette

Internet etiquette.
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3. Know where you are in cyberspace. Netiquette varies from one domain to
another just as etiquette varies from one co-culture to another. Be cognizant
of the rules of the domain.

4. Respect other people’s time and bandwidth. Shea notes, “You are not the cen-
ter of cyberspace.”

5. Make yourself look good online. Know that you are judged on the quality of
your message, not on your sex, race, height, weight, and so on. Pay atten-
tion to the content of your messages, and strive for clarity and logic. Do
not post messages that may encourage “flaming” responses.

6. Share expert knowledge. Offer information and answer questions that are asked.
7. Help keep flame wars under control. When others express strongly held neg-

ative and emotional opinions, do not fan the flames.
8. Respect other people’s privacy. Do not read others’ e-mail, just as you would

not read their snail mail.
9. Do not abuse your power. If you have access to others’ computers, lists, and

so on, do not take advantage of this access.
10. Forgive other people’s errors. Be kind in responding to violations of neti-

quette, and say nothing about minor errors. (These rules are also available
at http://www.albion.com/netiquette.)

How do you respond to these commandments? Do they seem realistic? Can you
identify times when the rules were “broken,” creating conflict with another person?
Although you may have been using technological communication for some time,
others are discovering it each day. Be patient with those who are new to this emerg-
ing culture. Whenever we move into another culture, we need time to assimilate
and to learn the rules and customs.

The Role of CMC in Community Formation

Take a moment to think about the communities to which you have belonged. While
growing up, you lived in a neighborhood that was part of a larger community. We
typically think of communities as physical entities: A map defines the outward
boundaries of our towns; towns are made up of discernible neighborhoods; neigh-
borhoods are made up of people’s dwellings. Each member of a community has a
personal stake in the collaborative success of people in the community. If you and
your neighbor engage in constant battles, the entire neighborhood feels the tension;
if your city has tensions between different groups of people, the entire community
is on edge. Thus real communities force us to work together to solve problems and
promote a civic commitment to success. Can virtual communities, such as those
found on BBS sites or in multiuser domains, achieve the same sense of community
as the ones in which we physically live?

A key difference between virtual and physical communities is how they are
formed (Byam, 1998). Physical communities are the actual communities we live
in—our neighborhoods and cities; they form out of geographic pragmatism. Many
towns were established because they were situated on a river or transportation
route. People who are part of physical communities are tied together because of
geography—they live near each other. Virtual communities, however, are collections
of people who populate discussion boards and/or multiuser environments on the
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physical
communities

The actual communi-
ties we live in—our
neighborhoods and
cities.

virtual communities

Collections of people
who populate discus-
sion boards and/or
multiuser environments
on the Internet.
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Internet. They are formed out of mutual interest among members—the connec-
tion is psychological similarity rather than geographic proximity. On a basic level
people who live in physical communities often do so because they have to,
whereas people who interact in virtual communities do so because they want to.
Communication scholars hypothesize that differences between physical and virtual
communities potentially have profound implications.

Virtual communities hold a great deal of promise. Because of CMC, people can
come together and discuss issues of great personal relevance. For example, Wright
(1999) explains that CMC can be used to facilitate support groups. In fact, one of
our fathers has a rare form of cancer and belongs to a listserv “community” where
he shares advice with others. Without CMC this support network would not be pos-
sible. Virtual communities can also serve as a safety valve of sorts. People who feel
voiceless and disenfranchised in their own communities may be able to find a secure
“home” in a virtual community.

Experts raise several criticisms of virtual communities. As noted by Byam
(1998), because virtual communities are not “real” in the traditional sense of the
word, members can choose to come and go without developing the civic commit-
ment necessary for real communities to function. Moreover, the use of virtual com-
munities as a safety valve allows us to ignore our moral responsibility to those in
our physical world. In other words, we risk ignoring real-world problems because a
simple click of the mouse can place us in a virtual world that is problem-free. The
issue of virtual communities makes salient the point that culture, communication,
and ethics are intertwined.

The Relationship Among CMC, Gender, and Culture

The final area of research involves the ways in which gender and culture are related
to computer-mediated communication. We specifically address research related to
two questions. First, are differences in CMC attitudes or behaviors based on gender
or ethnicity? Second, can CMC be used as a tool for social change in the areas of
gender and ethnicity?

In theory the virtual world of the Internet conceals both gender and ethnicity;
the medium is both gender-neutral and color-blind. Of course, this “theory” rests on
two assumptions, neither of which are necessarily true. The first is that CMC filters
out all markers of gender and ethnicity. As noted throughout this book, we learn
our own personal gender norms and cultural history throughout our lives. To assume
that we could “turn off ” our gender and cultural background when we turn on the

16

Creating a Virtual Community
Virtual communities allow imaginations to run wild. If you were creating your own vir-
tual community, what rules or norms would you establish? Would you base your virtual
world on a real-life community? A fantasy community in the past or present? How do
you think the text-based medium of most chat rooms would help or hinder the creation
of “community spirit” in your virtual world? Think about these issues, and then share
your thoughts with a classmate.

Think, Pair, Share
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computer would be incorrect. The second assumption is that the virtual world is an
egalitarian place where equality and nondiscrimination can reign. This may be
somewhat true, but only with equal access to the medium. Unfortunately, equal
access may not be the norm.

Research reveals two fundamental points about gender and culture in CMC.
First, some differences do appear between men and women in terms of how they
are able to adapt to the CMC medium. For example, Adrianson (2001) found that
women are able to produce more messages, greater opinion change, more opinions,
and higher agreement in face-to-face communication compared to CMC. Thus men
may adapt more quickly to the CMC environment. Kramarae (1998) suggests that
any gender differences could be attributed to the fact that males dominate the tech-
nology arena.

Mediated Communication and Media Literacy 17

N

NCA Ethics
CredoWe believe access to communication resources and opportuni-

ties is necessary to fulfill human potential and contribute to
the well-being of families, communities, and society.

digital divide

A growing gap be-
tween those who have
access to technology
and those who do not.

The second general point made by researchers is that not everyone has access
to CMC. The digital divide is a growing gap between those who have access to
technology and those who do not. Or, as explained on the U.S. Commerce Depart-
ment (2001) web page titled “Falling Through the Net,”

In just about every country, a certain percentage of people has the best information
technology that society has to offer. These people have the most powerful computers,
the best telephone service and fastest Internet service, as well as a wealth of content
and training relevant to their lives.

There is another group of people. They are the people who for one reason 
or another don’t have access to the newest or best computers, the most reliable 
telephone service or the fastest or most convenient Internet services. The differ-
ence between these two groups of people is what has been called the “Digital
Divide.”

Statistics reported on the Department of Commerce website indicate that
although the number of “connected” individuals has greatly increased, a dispro-
portionate number of ethnic minorities and rural Americans still lack full access
to the Internet. Until access is equal, can we claim that the Internet is a color-
blind world?

The second general question addressed by CMC researchers on gender and culture
issues is whether CMC can be used as an agent of social change. One benefit of
CMC is that the connection allows users to come together and discuss important
social issues. Although many people may not go to city council meetings or par-
ticipate in state and national politics, online bulletin boards and other forms of
virtual communities provide an outlet for discussion and deliberation. Addition-
ally, Danet (1998) suggests that the CMC environment allows users to “experiment
and play” with different personas. She explains, “Some people are leading double
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18 Mediated Communication and Media Literacy

Throughout this chapter we have stressed the
advantages and disadvantages of various media as
we discussed several theories explaining how the
media affect us. Attaining an understanding of
these issues is the first step to becoming a more lit-
erate consumer of mediated information. In this final

section we present additional strategies you can use to critically assess information
obtained through mass media or CMC.

Media Literacy
The mass media blur the distinction between news and entertainment. As viewers
watch the television show The West Wing, the all-star cast not only entertains but
also provides a lesson on national politics. Likewise, the nightly news must present
information on current events in a way that attracts and captivates viewers. Because
the mass media both entertain and inform, viewers must understand how to interpret
mediated messages critically.

Gerbner (2000), the media critic credited with developing cultivation theory,
suggests the following:

1. Develop an understanding of how mediated messages are created. Be aware of
how different camera angles, lighting designs, editing techniques, and camera
movements are used to create certain impressions. Knowledge and awareness
of the technical steps involved in producing a mediated message are the first
steps in understanding how mediated messages can manipulate us.

2. Recognize the motives behind what the media do. The media and entertainment
business is just that—a business. All decisions occur within the context of a
money-making environment. Even news programs are affected by this real-
ity. During the early stages of the war on terrorism, a prominent reporter “on
the ground” in Afghanistan had his contract expire with a prominent news
organization. Rather than working on blind faith that his contract would be
rewritten, the reporter changed networks and increased his salary. In this sit-
uation the ability of two different networks to report important news was
dramatically altered because of an economic decision. Literate consumers of
mediated messages are aware of this economic reality and interpret mean-
ings accordingly.

3. Understand that images found in the media contain values and ideologies. Liter-
ate consumers of the media question the foundation of those ideologies and
also understand that such implicit messages have a potentially significant
impact on viewers.

How Can You Become 
a Literate Consumer 

of Mediated Communication?

or multiple lives in cyberspace, even with different gender identities. Others are try-
ing out what it might mean to be gender-free, neither male nor female” (p. 130).
Through such behaviors, Danet argues, individual users can raise their awareness by
being someone other than who they actually are. The long-term consequences of
Internet discussions and playful experimentation with different personas could raise
social awareness.
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CMC Literacy
Like the mass media CMC must be critically analyzed and evaluated. The issue of
critical literacy is compounded when we realize that the Internet is both a mass
medium and a tool for personal communication. Are web pages with discussion
boards a personal communication tool or a mass-mediated message? Because the
Internet blurs these forms of mediated communication, being a literate consumer
is imperative.

Perhaps the key to becoming a literate consumer of CMC is being aware that
the Internet is like a large city. In that city some people will be experts and very
credible sources of information; others will present the illusion of expertise but actu-
ally be con artists. In cities companies advertise, students learn, and people engage
in the great conversations of life. As you grow up in a city, you must learn how to
judge the people you talk to. The same is true in the Internet community. Compa-
nies sell things, people profess and learn, conversations are carried out, and crimes
are committed. Just as you would not walk down a dark street in a city without
being aware of potential dangers, you should not travel the information superhigh-
way without heightened awareness.

Mediated Communication and Media Literacy 19

MYTHS, METAPHORS, & MISUNDERSTANDINGS

Most of us believe that prime-time TV dramas are “just entertainment.” But commu-
nication scholars encourage us to be aware of how mass-mediated messages shape our
knowledge of health and disease (Harter & Japp, 2001). For example, a study pub-
lished in The New England Journal of Medicine highlighted how shows like ER and
Rescue 911 often portray cardiac arrest as occurring in young populations and due
largely to trauma, with CPR being highly successful. In reality the survival rate of
individuals receiving CPR is low, and if they live they often have grave heart problems.
The authors fear that such mythic portrayals potentially lead to misunderstandings
among the general public. What political and social messages do you see embedded in
other mediated “entertainment” programming?

For further discussion, see:
Diem, S. J., Lantos, J. D., & Tulsky, J. A. (1996). Cardiopulmonary resuscitation on 

television: Miracles and misinformation, The New England Journal of Medicine,
334, 1578–1582.

Harter, L. M., & Japp, P. J. (2001). Technology as the representative anecdote in
popular discourses of health and medicine, Health Communication, 13, 413–429.
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Chapter Review and Study Guide

In this chapter you learned the following:

� Studying mediated communication is important 
because each of us needs to be a critical consumer 
of information. Additionally, the popularity of the
Internet means that all of us are becoming producers
of mediated communication through e-mail, chat,
and even the construction of personal web pages.
Knowledge of mediated communication will help
you utilize this technology.

� Mediated communication is any form of communi-
cation that occurs using electronic means. There
are two types of mediated communication:
• Mass communication occurs when professional

communicators use technology like radio and
television to share messages to large audiences.

• Computer-mediated communication (CMC) oc-
curs when a human-to-human interaction takes
place using networked computers.

� Examples of mass communication include newspa-
pers, television, news magazines, the Internet, and
professional journals. Each type of mass communi-
cation has several benefits and drawbacks. Knowl-
edge of the different types of mass media and their
characteristics will help you become a more effec-
tive consumer of the media.

� The mass media affect both people and the culture.
• Some messages in the mass media affect people’s

behaviors.
• The mass media have the potential to shape cul-

ture by acting as a gatekeeper of information,
setting the agenda for issues, perpetuating stereo-
types, and cultivating perceptions.

� Computer-mediated communication consists of
electronic mail, bulletin board systems, instant mes-
saging, chat rooms, audio-video conferencing,
blogs, and virtual worlds.

� Various forms of CMC are characterized as synchro-
nous or asynchronous.
• Synchronous communication occurs when mem-

bers of the communication interaction are able to
communicate in real time and each participant
acts simultaneously as the sender and receiver of
messages.

• Asynchronous communication occurs when the
communication interaction is delayed and partici-
pants must take turns being the sender and receiver.

� CMC affects the communication process in many
ways. To use CMC effectively, users must adapt their
communication to the CMC environment. For exam-
ple, research suggests that CMC users are more likely
to discuss deep personal issues rather than focusing on
superficial characteristics.

� CMC can be studied to shed light on the role of
communication in forming virtual communities.
CMC has the potential to shape our culture: It can
create social problems like the digital divide, but
virtual worlds allow people to express opinions and
discuss issues of personal relevance.

� Effective consumers of mediated messages must
understand how to critically evaluate messages of
the mass media, beginning with an awareness of
the media and how technology can be used to shape
opinions. Users of CMC must become effective
“listeners” during CMC interactions.

SUMMARY

Agenda setting
Asynchronous communication
Blind peer review
Bulletin board system (BBS)
Computer-mediated communication

(CMC)

Cultivation effect
Digital divide
Gatekeeping
Instant messaging (IM)
Internet relay chat (IRC)
Listserv

Mass communication
Mediated communication
Netiquette
Physical communities
Synchronous communication
Virtual communities

KEY TERMS
Go to the Online Learning Center at www.mhhe.com/pearson3 to further your understanding 
of the following terminology.
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