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Agency and control
In the 1988 John Carpenter film They 
Live, protagonist John Nada finds a pair 
of sunglasses that reveals a different 
reality. All the media surrounding him 
have secret subliminal messages to ‘obey’ 
and ‘consume’ while the general public 
are unaware of these messages or the 
disguised aliens that live among them.

This idea of a powerful media that is 
able to manipulate an audience without 
them knowing was a common fear in 
the early days of mass media and is still 
widely held today. Parents worry about 
the effect a violent video game may have 
on their children and television stations 

8
need to think about how a news program 
is presented. With the prevalence of 
social media, digital platforms and user-
generated content more complicated 
issues of power and control arise. The 
question arises as to whether the media 
shapes your world or whether you have 
the power to shape it.

In this chapter, research and case studies 
will be used to explore the relationships 
between audiences and different forms 
of media, the forms of power that exist 
there, and the attempts that have been 
made to regulate these relationships.

In John Carpenter’s They Live (1988), the media 
is used to control the human population.
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 8.1   Relationships: Audiences, producers  
		  and institutions
The relationship between audiences, producers and institutions is fundamental 
to media studies, including who may or may not have the power. 

AGENCY AND CONTROL

Agency refers to the ability to act and make choices. When 
a media audience, producer or institution has agency, they 
feel they can use a medium or platform however they 
choose—to express themselves, to use the media for a 
specific purpose, or to communicate a message. 

Control refers to the ability to exert power over somebody 
else’s actions or choices. When a media audience, producer 
or institution has control, they may be able to shape 
messages or direct how the media is used.

Tension between these two ideas—agency and control—
can be seen in many different audience relationships with 
the media. Many social media platforms sell the illusion 
of agency to an audience when, in fact, their use of the 
system is tightly controlled. In turn, some audiences enjoy 
subverting the systems of mediums or platforms to give 
themselves more agency. Media institutions are often 
fighting for more agency in how they interact with the 
different regulation systems that attempt to control them. 

choice of stations was perhaps five, and their content 
was always produced for a ‘mass audience’. The television 
stations had significant control over what was shown 
and when. This control was tempered by the Australian 
government, which issued television licences so long 
as stations met certain regulatory conditions such as 
who owned the station, how much Australian content 
was shown and the time of day certain programs were 
broadcast.

FIGURE 8.1.1  Tension exists between audiences, producers and 
institutions as they each attempt to claim agency and control over 
media texts.
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This tension between agency and control is one way 
to explain the audience’s relationship with the media, 
something that has changed dramatically over time. Think 
of the relationship your parents had with the media when 
they were teenagers. Before social media, television was 
the dominant form of media consumption. Your parents 
had little agency over the programs they watched. Their 

FIGURE 8.1.2  The change in how younger and older people get 
their news shows a move towards platforms that give consumers 
more agency.

Audiences now have significantly more agency over 
how their media is used. Instead of just five television 
channels to choose from, they have an almost unlimited 
choice of content, both on television and through a host 
of other mediums. With the advent of on-demand media 
platforms, audiences can also decide when they consume 
their programs. Audiences now actively engage with the 
media rather than being passive observers. Audiences have 
become producers of their own media stories through text, 
audio, photos and video. While you may feel like you have 
control over the production of your own media content 
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online, in fact, you are still controlled by the platforms in 
terms of content ownership, terms and conditions and the 
limitations of the platform itself.

AUDIENCES

The type of audience that a media product has can have a 
significant impact on its level of agency or control. When a 
society believes that some audiences are more ‘vulnerable’ 
to the media, steps are taken to protect them. For example, 
children are seen to be more vulnerable to media that may 
harm or disturb them—younger males are thought to be 
more vulnerable to media that may make them violent and 
younger females to images that may have an effect on their 
body image. 

Some audiences are seen to have more agency over 
the use of their media than others. Digital natives (the 
generation that has grown up with connected technologies 
and the internet) are said to have more agency in digital 
spaces than older generations, as they have a greater 
understanding of the platforms and tools that are used. 
Others claim that socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds 
affect people’s agency in the media space—there is debate 
as to whether the media is now free and open to all or 
whether such factors affect access to and use of these 
media platforms. 

MEDIA INFLUENCE THEORIES

Ever since the advent of mass media, concern has been 
expressed about the relationship between audiences and 
the media they consume. Academics and researchers have 
developed a number of theories about this relationship. 
Many of the theories can be traced back to before the 
internet, sometimes before television, so it can sometimes 
be hard to see how they relate to contemporary media and 
audiences. However, it is important to understand them as 
often they are used to frame the discussion today, or new 
theories have evolved from them. 

When reading about these different theories and ideas 
about media influence, keep in mind that there is no one 
‘correct theory’ that is going to explain exactly what the 
relationship between the media and audience is. The 
relationship is complicated and constantly changing, 
such that it is virtually impossible to pin down any one 
idea. Taking note of when a theory developed or became 
popular can provide an insight into what was happening in 
the media at that time.

Three different trends in the creation of media influence 
theories will be explored over the next three units: direct 
effect trend theories, limited effect trend theories and 
cultural studies trend theories. 

Learning activities

1	 In your own words, define the terms ‘agency’  
and ‘control’.

2	 What do you understand by the media terms 
‘producer’, ‘audience’ and ‘institution’? Give some 
examples of how the role of each one has changed 
over time.

3	 Compare how your parents or another adult use 
the media with how you use the media. How is the 
tension between agency and control different in 
these cases?

4	 Describe how you use a specific social media 
platform. How does the platform control how you 
use it?

5	 Have you read the terms and conditions for the 
social media platforms you use? Choose a platform, 
read their terms and conditions, and list the rules it 
has about how you can and can’t use the platform. 
Why do you think these rules exist?

FIGURE 8.1.3  Certain media products can change the way that we 
understand the relationship between the media and audiences. 
David Lynch’s Twin Peaks (1990) introduced the idea of ‘cult’ 
television to prime time, and changed the way media theorists 
understood audiences.
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 8.2   Direct effect trend theories
There is no doubt that new media technologies can have an effect on society. As a 
new media technology grows in popularity, other social institutions are forced to 
change and the unknown quality of this technology can cause mistrust and unease. 

DIRECT EFFECT THEORIES

Direct effect theories come from the idea that twentieth-
century technologies such as newspapers, radio and 
film were promoting behaviours that were harmful or 
dangerous to individuals and society. Ultimately, these 
theories argue that the media has a large and powerful 
effect over vulnerable audiences, which must be controlled.

On the whole, the academic world has disregarded these 
direct effect theories, understanding that the relationship 
between audiences and the media is more complex than 
this. However, the debate about media influence is still 
often framed in this way with, for example, video games, 
social media and mobile technologies being blamed for a 
range of evils. 

PROPAGANDA THEORY

After the First World War and in the lead-up to the Second 
World War, media theorists were especially worried about 
propaganda, a type of mass communication strategy of 
using the media to spread specific beliefs. Propaganda can 

be said to simplify a complex issue and repeat it over and 
over again. Harold Lasswell studied the use of propaganda 
in both world wars and devised his propaganda theory to 
try to explain its effectiveness. 

Harold Lasswell was an American political 
scientist and communications theorist. During the 
Second World War, he worked at the US Library of 
Congress as the director of war communications 
research. He was interested in the distribution 
of values in society and how they changed. A 
focal point of his work and analysis was power 
dynamics.

Lasswell believed that the effectiveness of propaganda 
was due to the audience being in an especially vulnerable 
state of mind, because of circumstances such as economic 
depression or political conflict. Lasswell argued that 
when the ‘average’ person found their life in disarray they 
would turn to propaganda for comfort. In their vulnerable 
state, they were unable to rationally interact with this 
propaganda or develop counter-beliefs.

FIGURE 8.2.1  Michael Leunig cartoon. Direct effect theories are concerned with the powerful effect that the media is thought to have over 
vulnerable audiences.
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Lasswell also believed that the power of propaganda was 
not in one-off messages, but in the continued and repeated 
use of symbols to represent emotions over a long period 
of time. He saw ‘master symbols’ as especially powerful 
when they were used simultaneously throughout a range of 
mediums, such as films, billboards, pamphlets, music and 
newspapers. He further thought that the only way to fight 
harmful propaganda was with good propaganda.

MODERN PROPAGANDA THEORY

Some theorists believe that people still live in a world of 
propaganda, but instead of the government sending out 
communication, it is large through companies advertising 
their products. Think of how McDonald’s, Coca-Cola and 
Apple use their logos in their advertising. Often these 
symbols are attached to a simple emotion and are repeated 
in the media over a long period of time. Everyone knows 
what Coca-Cola is but still they advertise every day on 
television, radio, on billboards and all over social media. 

Behavioural analysts and critics Richard Laitinen and 
Richard Rakos have been concerned that, as the ownership 
of the media is more concentrated than ever, only a 
very few points of view are being shared. As these media 
conglomerates are now so large, only the very rich can 
afford to own them, which leads to only certain points of 
view being expressed. They cite the example of Rupert 
Murdoch, who owns companies involved in the content 
production and distribution of film, television, newspapers, 
magazines, cable networks and internet platforms.

FIGURE 8.2.2  US Army Air Force poster from the Second  
World War

AUSTRALIAN WAR PROPAGANDA
During the First World War, Australia produced numerous 
propaganda campaigns, mainly to help with the 
recruitment of soldiers (see Figure 8.2.3). The government 
tightly controlled the reporting of the war in the 
newspapers to ensure Australian soldiers were represented 
as brave and as doing their country proud. The recruitment 
film Hero of the Dardanelles (1915) was produced and 
screened just twelve weeks after the landing of Gallipoli 
and included a re-enactment of the landing, which was 
filmed at Tamarama Bay in Sydney. 

FIGURE 8.2.3  An example of a recruitment poster from  
Australia during the First World War. The poster shows everyday 
Australian men signing up for the army because of a sense of  
duty to their country.
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Such large media conglomerates offer plenty of 
opportunities for cross-promotion. It is easy to see how a 
film produced by a certain company may end up having 
favourable reviews in certain newspapers, as well as blanket 
coverage in magazines and chat show appearances by 
the stars. In Australia, media concentration is among the 
highest in the world—the top media company in Australia 
controls over 29 per cent of the media overall. This is 
surpassed only in countries where the media is controlled 
by the government.

Theorists argue that with fewer points of view being 
expressed, audiences will have fewer points of references 
with which to understand the world. They also argue that if 
everybody is selling you something, the choice to not buy 
something is not available. You have the choice of Coca-
Cola or Pepsi, not neither. 

Modern propaganda theory carries some of the same 
elements of the older version of propaganda theory, 
that the audience is passive and does not have the skills 
to critically analyse the media they see. Laitinen and 
Rakos saw audiences as being placed under attack by 
media conglomerates who use sophisticated survey 
techniques and create messages that are confusing and 
circular. Audiences are ‘engulfed in a harried lifestyle, less 

well-informed, and less politically involved’. Instead of 
propaganda that appeared to have its own reason and 
logic, today’s propaganda consists simply as slogans and 
facts presented as reality.

FIGURE 8.2.4  From billboards to our television screens, laptops and smartphones, advertising is impossible to escape.

Learning activities

1	 Find a recent example in the news where it was 
claimed that the media was directly responsible for 
something that happened. Discuss the strengths 
and weaknesses of this claim.

2	 Examine the example of war propaganda aimed at 
an Australian audience in Figure 8.2.3 and analyse it 
for meaning. What is the message, or idea that the 
poster is trying to convey? How are symbolic and 
technical codes used to achieve this?

3	 Watch clips of the film Hero of the Dardanelles 
(1915). Why do you think it was such an effective 
piece of propaganda at the time?

4	 If the Australian Government were to produce war-
time propaganda now to enlist soldiers, do you 
think it would work? Why/why not? What do you 
think this propaganda campaign would look like?

5	 Think about the logos and symbols you see every 
day. What emotions do you attach to them, if any?
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The limited effects trend of mass communication theories started after the Second 
World War. As certain new media technologies grew in popularity, researchers wanted 
to be able to scientifically prove the effects that they were having on society.

The reinforcement theory seems to have some relevance 
today. Nobody likes to think that they can be manipulated 
by the media and, with the vast number of choices 
available, would be unlikely to choose anything that made 
them uncomfortable. One of the issues with applying 
Klapper’s theory to today, though, is that it was conducted 
around political speeches on the radio and newspaper 
articles in the 1940s and 1950s—before the introduction of 
television. Today, the media is so all-encompassing that it 
is easy to believe that people would experience most ideas 
through film, television and social media networks, before 
they were encountered from families or friends. 

 8.3   Limited effects trend theories

LIMITED EFFECTS THEORIES

Much of the research done in the direct effect studies 
took the form of content analysis, where the media texts 
themselves were examined to see the types of messages 
they may have been giving to their audience. Limited 
effects studies were more interested in identifying exactly 
what kind of effects the media was having on audiences.

The studies that formed part of the limited effects research 
were undertaken with scientific rigour. The findings were 
that the media had only a small and short-term influence 
on audiences. Theorists did not perceive audiences 
as powerless and highly susceptible to the effects of 
the media. They also recognised that the audience’s 
relationship with the media involved factors such as social, 
educational and cultural institutions.

Limited effects theorists believed in scientific models, 
tests and research, seeing this as the only way that media 
influence could be ‘proven’. Critics of this research model 
saw the difficulty of measuring media influence at all. 
Although limited effects researchers used a range of 
research methods, none were without their weaknesses.

REINFORCEMENT THEORY

Reinforcement theory came from one of the first studies 
to find that the media was not as powerful as previously 
thought. Joseph Klapper developed this theory in his 
1960 publication, ‘The Effects of Mass Communication’. 
Reinforcement theory claims that the media has little 
power to influence audiences as they seek out media texts 
that agree with their pre-existing beliefs. The theory states 
that ‘socialising agents’ such as peer groups, education 
and family help people to create their beliefs and that 
they consume media that corresponds with our views and 
doesn’t make us uncomfortable.

Klapper claimed that, mostly, the media had little influence 
over its audience at all and that it was mostly there to 
maintain the status quo. However, he made one exception. 
Audience members may be vulnerable to influence if a 
media text presents an idea that they have not come  
across before.

FIGURE 8.3.1  The Kerrigan Family from The Castle (1997). 
Reinforcement theory suggests that people are more likely to be 
influenced by cultural factors such as family, than by the media.
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AGENDA-SETTING THEORY

Agenda-setting theory is the idea that the media cannot 
tell people what to think, but it can tell them what to think 
about. This theory was in evidence in the 1920s, but was 
first named by Max McCombs and Donald Shaw in a study 
into how the news affected voting around the time of the 
1968 US presidential election.

The idea behind agenda-setting theory is that the media 
can have a powerful effect over what people think are 
important issues through outlets such as newspapers, 
talkback radio and the evening news. Audiences often 
regard what is ‘important’ news as that which appears at 
the start of a news bulletin or on the front page of the 

newspaper. Audiences may have their own opinions about 
these issues, but these are the issues that will be discussed 
within social networks.

Traditionally, the agenda was set by newspaper editors 
who sent their front pages to other news outlets the night 
before they went to press, which led to news reports and 
talkback radio sections. Internet platforms have made these 
feedback loops even smaller. With the rising interest in 
celebrity news and gossip, it is often up to public relations 
experts to understand and control the ‘news cycle’ by 
releasing information at key times hoping to get exposure 
or to avoid it.

With social media, agenda setting is thought of even more 
broadly. Both Twitter and Facebook have ‘trending’ topics, 
or those that are most popular on their sites at a certain 
time and will give more attention to user posts that are 
linked with these trends. The traditional media and news 
outlets often pay close attention to these online trends. It 
could be said that the audience is now setting the agenda, 
instead of the media. 

Of course, the relationship is never that simple, as the 
question arises as to how the audience came to be 
aware of the trend in the first place. Some argue that the 
traditional media still holds a powerful agenda-setting role.

PRIMING THEORY

Where agenda-setting theory is about how we receive 
information from the media, priming theory relates to 
what audiences do with that information. Coming from 
the world of psychology, and research done around 
the views of US presidents, priming theory states that 
the media has an effect on people’s future judgements 
or behaviours. Priming theory is often discussed in the 
context of news media and agenda-setting theory. In the 
research done around the US presidents, it was found that 
the issues covered by the news media affected whether 
the audience thought the president was doing a good job. 
Priming has also been studied in terms of violent media 
and subsequent violent behaviour. Studies have shown that 
audiences often show more aggressive tendencies after 
viewing or playing violent media. However, an important 
aspect of priming theory is that studies have only ever 
been able to show the short-term effects of viewing media. 
Many studies have found that the effects last no longer 
than an hour. 

Learning activities

1	 Draw a diagram that explains reinforcement theory 
and includes the terms ‘media’, ‘audience’ and 
‘socialising agents’. Describe this diagram to a family 
member or friend who isn’t studying media.

2	 Describe a recent instance where you learned 
something new from the media. Consider the type 
of media you learned it from. How did it shape 
your knowledge and opinion on the subject?

3	 As a class, do a survey on what is most likely to 
influence you to watch a film. Do the results 
support the claims of reinforcement theory?

FIGURE 8.3.2  Agenda-setting, priming and framing theories  
suggest that the news media has the power to influence what we 
think about and how we think about it, on many topics such as 
climate change.
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FRAMING THEORY

The premise of framing theory, often discussed in relation 
to news media, is that the media presents and focuses 
on a story in a particular way that has an effect on how 
audiences will understand it. News media needs to present 
the news in such a way that it makes sense to audiences, 
so they will create a narrative frame and a point of view 
around each story. They use such tools as placing the 
stories in a hierarchy (what is thought of as most important 
will be at the top or at the front), selection, omission, and 
creating characters (deciding who is the ‘good guy’ and 
who is the ‘bad guy’).

It has been claimed that some news organisations frame 
their news in a way that reflects a certain political view. 
The ABC is said to be a left-leaning organisation, while 
Fox News in the USA is said to frame the news from a 
conservative viewpoint. According to framing theory, 
these two organisations will tell the same news story in 
different ways, with different protagonists and antagonists. 
In Melbourne, the two main newspapers The Age and the 
Herald Sun frame news stories differently, as shown in the 
way they reported on homelessness in Melbourne’s CBD in 
2017 (see Figures 8.3.3 and 8.3.4).

FIGURES 8.3.3 AND 8.3.4  The story of homelessness in Melbourne’s CBD is presented differently in The Age (left) and the Herald Sun (right).

Learning activities

1	 Describe how the theories of agenda-setting, 
priming and framing are connected. 

2	 Using catch-up services, compare a news report 
from the same night, one from a commercial 
station and another from a government-owned 
station. Pay attention to the selection, priority and 
framing of the news reported. 

•	 How were the reports similar and how were  
they different? 

•	 Why are these similarities and differences 
significant?

3	 Use a search engine to find a study on the priming 
effects of violent media such as films and video 
games. What does the study conclude about the 
effect and how long it lasts for?

CULTIVATION THEORY

Cultivation theory came from the research of George 
Gerbner who was specifically looking at the effects 
of violent television in the 1980s. Cultivation theory 
developed out of a major study into the long-term effects 
of media and argues that these are far greater than those 
found in other limited effects studies.
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Gerbner conducted a content analysis of violence on 
television and research on those that watched significant 
amounts of television. He argued that television violence 
had a cumulative effect on audiences, who came to believe 
that the world around them was a more violent place than 
it actually was. Gerbner claimed that television had the 
same level of influence that the Catholic Church used to 
have in how people see the world. However, Gerbner’s 
research is flawed because it relies on correlation rather 
than causation. It could also be argued that people who 
think the world is more violent could be seeking out more 
violent shows on television.

Cultivation theory was most concerned with television in 
the 1980s and 1990s and so could not have considered 
the complicated media world of today. However, people’s 
consumption of media and for some, violent media, has 
only increased since then. More violent television, video 
games, films and news imagery is available to anyone 
who wants it. The question remains as to whether the 
consumption of violent media makes more people think 
the world is more violent or whether people who think the 
world is this violent seek out this type of media.

FOMO

Think about how you represent yourself on social media 
and what kind of story you are telling your own audience. 
Usually social media users are framing their story with them 
as the protagonist, highlighting positive moments in their 
life to show how successful and happy they are. 

It has been said that this hyper-version of framing on social 
media has led to the effect of ‘FOMO’ or ‘fear of missing 
out’. On social media, people may share a considerable 
proportion of their lives, such as the holidays they go on, 
social events and major milestones. When people view 
social media, they are usually in their private sphere—when 
they are at home and by themselves. This can create the 
impression that when people are home alone, the rest of 
the world is out enjoying themselves.

In 2013, researchers at the University of Essex undertook 
studies into the idea of FOMO and found that the  
more participants used social media, the more they felt 
FOMO. They also found that people who scored highly for 
FOMO often scored low for autonomy, competence and 
connectedness in their daily lives. What the research could 
not clarify is what came first. So the question remains as 
to whether people who use social media frequently get 
FOMO, or whether people with FOMO use social  
media more.

FIGURE 8.3.5  Calvin and Hobbes comic. Cultivation theory looks at 
the effect of exposure to violent media over a long period of time.

Learning activities

1	 Draw a diagram that explains cultivation theory. 
Describe it to a family member or friend who isn’t 
studying media.

2	 Who is most often the instigator of violence in 
media texts? 

•	 How are these people usually represented? 

•	 Write an analysis about how a certain group 
of people are represented over a range of 
violent media texts, and the effect that this 
representation might have.

FIGURE 8.3.6  Momo Welsh cartoon. ‘FOMO’ is about constantly 
comparing your real life to others’ digital lives.Pa
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 8.4   Cultural studies trend theories

THE FRACTION OF SELECTION

Many of the modern cultural studies theories stem from 
the uses-and-gratifications approach, which began in the 
1940s. This approach focused on how audiences selected 
media products to meet certain needs. In the 1954 
textbook The Process and Effects of Mass Communication, 
author Wilbur Schramm explored the question of why 
audiences choose to consume certain media texts over 
others. He came up with the fraction of selection:

Expectation of reward

Effort required

FIGURE 8.4.2  Schramm’s ‘fraction of selection’. When choosing a 
media text to consume, the audience ways up its expectation of the 
reward against the effort required to consume it.

Schramm’s claim through this model was that audiences 
decided to consume a particular media based on whether 
they believed that the required effort to be worth the 
reward in terms of how good or valuable the media 
product would be. Think about the media texts you 
consume and ask yourself whether you have ever watched 
a movie just because it was on television. There may have 
been other films you knew you would enjoy more, but the 
effort to track it down might not have been worth it. Or, it 
might be that you skipped a foreign language film because 
you thought that reading the subtitles involved too much 
work.

Newer media companies try to make using their platform 
as easy as possible. The autoplay functions on Netflix and 
YouTube are good examples of this. They can help you 
choose what to watch next and you don’t even have to 
press the ‘play’ button. Facebook and Twitter’s endless 
scrolling feature means never having to press the ‘next 
page’ button. Television stations have relied on this 
principle for years. Don’t worry about trying to find your 
remote, because they have a good show coming on right 
after this one.

Sometimes the expectations of the reward are so strong 
that they are worth the effort required. The films that you 
watch in your media class might be more complex or 
harder to read than normal, but the end goal of passing 

As new media technology grows in popularity, theorists are also interested in the 
audience part of the equation, both as individuals and as larger social groups.

CULTURAL STUDIES THEORIES

Cultural studies looks at how individuals and social groups 
use the media to structure their everyday lives and how the 
media and audiences work in a broader sense as cultures 
and institutions. While limited effects studies were mostly 
concerned with the effects of certain types of media texts 
on audiences, cultural studies theories explore the role of 
the audience in terms of its relationship with the media.

Cultural studies theories and concepts are quite difficult 
to underpin with laboratory tests as they often involve 
complex relationships. The evidence used for cultural 
studies theories deals more with classifying how things 
work, and tend to include qualitative methods of research 
such as interviews, observation and case studies. 

When cultural studies theories started to rise in popularity 
in the 1970s, many scholars of the limited effects trend 
were quick to scoff at them, regarding them as unscientific. 
However, cultural study theorists claimed that the media 
had become so ingrained in our culture that it had become 
impossible to disconnect the effects of media from other 
cultural phenomena.

FIGURE 8.4.1  Joaquin Phoenix interacts with a new media 
technology in Spike Jonze’s Her (2013). The cultural studies  
trend of media theories explores how audiences use media  
and its technologies.
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the subject may be worth that effort. Similarly, the newest 
comic book film might be getting really good reviews so it 
is worth going to the cinemas for. Or, a new social media 
platform’s features might be interesting enough for you to 
go through the hassle of signing up for it.

The fraction of selection model is easy to apply to current 
media platforms that promise amazing experiences 
through intuitive user interfaces, but it does have its 
limitations. The fraction of selection theory fails to explore 
the different types of ‘rewards’ that audiences are seeking, 
and why they are seeking them. It also reduces audiences 
to risk-averse and effort-minimising individuals, always 
looking for the easiest option.

Think of that comic book film you saw at the cinema. 
How you understood or enjoyed that film was dependent 
on your active involvement and understanding of it. You 
might have been hoping for great action scenes with big 
explosions, because you know the director has done that 
in their past films and you enjoyed it. However, your friend 
might have been a fan of the comics and was confused 
when the film had a slightly different storyline. Another 
friend was just disappointed that the female character was 
not in it much even though she featured quite strongly 
in the trailer. Each person has had a different reading and 
reaction to the same text based on some prior expectations 
and understandings that they had.

Learning activities

1	 Consider how the fraction of selection theory 
applies to an audience member in the 1940s and 
an audience member today. 

•	 Describe what has changed in terms of the 
expectation of reward in media texts as well as 
the effort required to consume them. 

•	 Explain how these changes may have affected 
the validity of this theory.

2	 Analyse three different media texts you have 
consumed in the last week in regard to the fraction 
of selection. In what way did the expectation of 
reward outweigh the effort required to consume it?

3	 Discuss a media text over the past week that you 
didn’t consume. How did the effort required 
outweigh the expectation of reward?

ACTIVE AUDIENCE THEORY

Active audience theory states that when individuals 
consume a media text they are not just blindly accepting 
the message, but are intellectually engaging with it, 
which gives them some agency and control over it. 
This can happen on several different levels. One way an 
audience can be active is through interpretation. Active 
audience theory claims that media texts are polysemic, 
in that there is not one fixed meaning, but multiple ones. 
An active audience brings their own wants, needs and 
understandings to a text and uses these to make meaning 
from it.

FIGURE 8.4.3  Henry Cavill in Batman vs Superman: Dawn of  
Justice (2016). Active audience theory states that different audiences 
would interpret this film in different ways.

There is also the social context in which an active audience 
interprets a film. You might discuss the film you just 
saw in the theatre with your friends, which adds to your 
understanding of the text. Or you may use social media 
platforms to discuss the film with others. It is also possible 
that you might engage with other types of media about the 
film. IMDB will give you extra information about who made 
the film, while Rotten Tomatoes will give you reviews. All of 
this adds to your interpretation.
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ENCODING/DECODING MODEL

Part of reception studies coming out of the UK in the 1970s, 
and led mainly by Stuart Hall, encoding/decoding theory 
is interested in how audiences make sense of polysemic 
texts. Hall argued that media producers design media texts 
to hold certain ideological meanings, which the audience 
then decides how to read.

Media producers encode their preferred readings into 
their texts using the technical codes and conventions of 
the medium they are working in, but also using symbolic 
codes related to their personal, cultural and historical 
understandings.

Hall also believed that audiences could decode these 
technical and symbolic codes in the following ways, 
because of their own personal, cultural and historical 
backgrounds:

■■ Dominant reading: The reader accepts the preferred 
reading so the codes and conventions seem natural  
and transparent.

■■ Negotiated reading: The reader mostly accepts the 
preferred reading, but will make modifications to it so 
it reflects their own personal, cultural and historical 
understandings.

■■ Oppositional reading: The reader’s personal, cultural 
and historical understandings are so different from the 
producer’s that they reject the preferred reading.

The encoding/decoding model is different from active 
audience theory in that it recognises that the media text 
has a preferred meaning. Hall saw media readings as two 
separate processes: the producer encodes a message 
into a text and the audience decodes it. Both processes 
allow for lots of opportunities for the text to be misread. 

The producer may misrepresent part of her message or 
the audience may have a certain cultural background, 
which means they would read the symbols differently 
than intended. Hall also argued that, even if the audience 
understood the codes and the message embedded in the 
text, that wouldn’t necessarily mean they would agree  
with them.

Encoding/decoding gives audiences a middle point 
between two extremes: it understands that the audience 
has agency in that they are active in the way they read 
a media text, but also that the media has some level of 
control that enables it to present a powerful message. 
Critics of encoding/decoding theory argue that the three 
types of reading—dominant, negotiated and oppositional—
are too restrictive and assume the understanding or 
recognition of a preferred message.

Learning activities

1	 Choose a film and conduct a survey in your class to 
see how people reacted to it. How many different 
readings or interpretations were generated?

2	 Draw a diagram showing your understanding of 
active audience theory, including the different 
factors that would have an effect on how an 
audience actively reads a text?

FIGURE 8.4.4  Summer Heights High. Consider the ideological input 
from series creator, Chris Lillie, and then how the audience decides 
to read it.
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Learning activities

1	 Draw a diagram that explains the encoding/
decoding model that includes the terms ‘producer’, 
‘audience’, ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’. Describe this 
diagram to a family member or friend who isn’t 
studying media.

2	 Think of a documentary you have seen recently. 

•	 Identify what you think the preferred reading of 
that text was. What was the point the director 
was trying to make?

•	 Give some examples of different audience 
members who would have had a dominant, 
negotiated or oppositional reading of the text.

Learning activities

1	 Explain medium theory in your own words. What 
are the strengths and weaknesses of the theory?

2	 Create a taxonomy outlining the reasons you 
choose to use one medium or platform to send a 
message to someone over another. Compare your 
taxonomy with someone of a different generation.

MEDIUM THEORY

Media scholar Marshall McLuhan is most famous for 
his statement, ‘The medium is the message’. McLuhan 
argued that it is not what you say in the media that is most 
powerful, but rather the technology you use to say it. He 
saw that media technologies could have powerful effects 
on societies, and that they could become extensions of our 
own human senses. McLuhan claimed this in the 1960s 
when television was growing to be immensely successful 
and widespread. McLuhan saw the rise in popularity of the 
television as a significant change in how we communicate 
as a culture. He saw that visual literacy was becoming more 
important than text-based literacy.

Think about how a football match is seen through the 
media. Before the advent of the television, football fans 
needed to wait until the next day to read about the 
important parts of the game in the newspaper. In the 
1990s, the football match would be mediated through 
a television broadcast, where the viewer needed to 
understand a different set of codes and conventions. Now, 
there are numerous additional ways that an audience can 
follow a football match, from internet streams to Twitter 
hashtags and Facebook updates. These mediums all have a 
different effect on how society interacts with the sport.

It is interesting to think about medium theory in the 

context of how people use the media today. When you 
use social media, often the platform is more important 
than the message you wish to convey, whether that be via 
Facebook, Snapchat, WhatsApp or Instagram. The ways to 
send the message are endless, but each one has its own set 
of rules and symbolic meanings. It is interesting to think 
about how these methods of communicating differ from 
sending an SMS, email, postcard or a note passed in class.

FIGURE 8.4.5  Canadian author Marshall McLuhan, who was famous 
for claiming ‘The medium is the message’.
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THE FILTER BUBBLE

The filter bubble is the argument that the internet’s 
personalisation tools isolate us from opposing viewpoints. 
Coined by Eli Pariser in 2011, this theory has recently 
grown in popularity as more media platforms try to give 
people what they want but maybe not everything they 
need. In his book, The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is 
Hiding from You, Pariser argues that people are all living in 
their own information universe where they mainly receive 
news that is familiar and that confirms their beliefs. People’s 
past actions will determine what kind of news they are 
given in the future, which leaves less room for creativity 
and democratic thought.

More and more, your computer monitor is a kind of 
one-way mirror, reflecting your own interests while 
algorithmic observers watch what you click.

Eli Pariser, The Filter Bubble:  
What the Internet is Hiding from You

Ever since the 1940s and the invention of reinforcement 
theory it has been argued that, at least to some extent, 
people choose media texts that align with their values. 
However, Pariser argues that the internet has introduced 
three new dynamics: 

■■ You are alone in it: Your filter bubble is for one person 
only. Before the internet, even audiences of relatively 
obscure media texts shared some interests. Now your 
Facebook news or Instagram feed is specifically tailored 
to you. 

■■ The filter is invisible: You may not realise that if you 
and a friend did a Google search for the same term 
you would get different results. That is because Google 
is making assumptions about what you want based 
on the information it has been able to get about you. 
You would have no way of knowing whether Google is 
using correct assumptions about you. Google, as well as 
platforms such as Facebook and Instagram order posts 
based on a secret algorithm.

■■ There is no choice but to enter the bubble: When you 
decide to read a certain newspaper, you are making 
a choice about what type of news you want to read. 
When using certain media platforms, such as Facebook, 
Instagram or Google, you cannot prevent them from 
collecting information about you and tailoring the 
information that you receive.

Sometimes people welcome personalisation, especially 
when they are inundated with so much information every 
day. However, it is important to ensure that you are getting 
different points of view from the media that you choose.

2016 US ELECTION CAMPAIGN
An example of the filter bubble at work was during the 
2016 US election. During the campaign, the country had 
become so polarised that news coverage and Facebook 
feeds created very different narratives for Clinton and 
Trump supporters. This occurred to such an extent that 
Trump’s victory came as a surprise to many who only saw 
shared articles and polls that had Clinton winning the 
election easily.

Their Facebook feeds had become an echo chamber, 
where their friends only shared stories that agreed with 
their values. Each click on a news story just made the echo 
chamber louder and smaller.

FIGURE 8.4.6  Pantsuit Nation, a private Facebook group of  
over three million members. Facebook uses information such  
as group memberships to decide which type of news to show in 
your newsfeed.

Learning activities

1	 Explain the filter bubble in your own words. What 
are its strengths and weaknesses?

2	 Do a Google search on a simple term such as ‘fast 
food’ on your computer and compare your results 
with those of a friend. Are the results different again 
if you do the search on your phone?

3	 Reflect on the different ways you receive 
information, news and current affairs. 

•	 What type of filter bubble do you have? 

•	 Are there ways that you ensure you get different 
viewpoints of the world that you might not agree 
with?
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CONVERGENCE CULTURE

An idea that applies to newer media platforms is 
‘convergence culture’, which sees media as a kind of 
melting pot of new and old media, different platforms, and 
the active participation of consumers. Communication 
theorist Henry Jenkins sees convergence culture as a kind 
of struggle for agency and control between large corporate 
media companies and its audiences. Jenkins writes:

Media companies are learning how to accelerate 
the flow of media content across delivery channels 
to expand revenue opportunities, broaden markets, 
and reinforce viewer commitments. Consumers 
are learning how to use these different media 
technologies to bring the flow of media more 
fully under their control and to interact with other 
consumers.

MEDIA CONVERGENCE
Media conglomerates now have the power to send 
messages out via a range of different platforms, 
necessitating that different media industries work together. 
Think of The Bachelor. Although it is primarily a television 
show, it also can be streamed through Channel 10’s website 
or episodes can be bought from the Apple platform. 
Additionally, it is advertised through a range of different 
media platforms and radio, magazines and newspapers. 
The producers also use social media platforms to create 
interest in the show by creating Facebook fan pages and 
Twitter hashtags. Audiences can decide how they want 
to experience and interact with the show through the 
different platforms. They may use the hashtag on Twitter 
to engage with the community through tweets, add their 
thoughts to Instagram, join a Facebook group or create a 
meme based on their favourite or least favourite character.

PARTICIPATORY CULTURE 
Participatory culture is the idea that the audience is no 
longer a passive audience member. They are not only 
actively involved in the understanding of media texts, 
but have become media producers themselves. Jenkins 
sees that the term ‘consumer’ and ‘producer’ no longer 
apply—they are participants who interact with each other—
although the media corporations still have more power 
over the audience. 

Jenkins uses the term ‘collective intelligence’ to discuss a 
type of ‘social economy’, the idea that as individuals people 
know a little, but as collective social networks, they know 
a lot. Jenkins sees this as a new type of media power. For 

instance, theories about the outcomes of The Bachelor can 
come from the strong social ties of fans and producers, as 
audience members deconstruct advertising, comb through 
social media profiles and use other social connections. 

Learning activities

1	 Describe convergence culture in your own words. 
What are its strengths and weaknesses?

2	 Conduct your own research into the convergence 
culture around a particular media product, such 
as a film, cult television show or YouTube channel. 
Explore its media convergence, participatory 
culture and the social economy surrounding it.

PARASOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS

Consider whether you have friends on social media whom 
you have never met in real life, or whether you have 
ever liked a celebrity’s Facebook page, followed them 
on Instagram or sent them a message via Twitter. If you 
answered yes, then you are in a parasocial relationship.

Parasocial relationships were first defined in the 1950s, 
in an article by Horton and Wohl (1956), as the apparent 
and one-sided interaction that can occur between media 
characters and their audiences. The researchers looked at 
the relationship between audiences and media celebrities 
such as radio personalities and television show hosts. 
They found that the use of certain symbolic and technical 
codes added to a sense of realism and appeared to deepen 
a sense about these relationships on behalf of certain 
audiences. Who has not thought that they connected 
with and really knew a fictional character on television, 
especially one with whom they might have grown up? 

PARASOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND  
SOCIAL MEDIA
Now, with social media platforms, parasocial relationships 
are seen as a marketing tactic to grow celebrity brands. 
With the rise of reality television and social media 
celebrities, the pretence of a relationship between a media 
personality and their audience has become stronger than 
ever. Reality television stars, musicians, athletes, socialites 
and social media influencers all use social media platforms 
to achieve a closer relationship with their fans. They do this 
partly by presenting more personal, ‘behind-the-scenes’ 
moments to make them seem more relatable.

Pa
ge

 Pr
oo

fs



271CHAPTER 8   |   AGENCY AND CONTROL

However, these relationships still rely on constructed media 
representations. They may be created by the personalities 
themselves or by the large public relations companies 
behind them, but they are all deliberately selling the notion 
that you will feel closer to these characters than ever 
before. These interactions are still largely one way. Besides 
some audience metrics, celebrities still know very little 
about their fans.

Horton and Wohl saw parasocial relationships as a negative 
effect of the media, taking advantage of vulnerable, lonely 
audiences. More recent studies into these relationships see 
that they have a place in our culture. Just like you choose 
your regular relationships, you choose your parasocial 
ones. Audiences choose these celebrities in an act of 
identity-building and willingly enter into a parasocial 
relationship, despite the fact that they are mostly one way. 
They receive the outcomes of the relationship either way.

FIGURE 8.4.7  Oscar Isaac takes photos with fans. Fans often feel like they ‘know’ celebrities personally.

Learning activities

1	 Draw a diagram showing your understanding of 
parasocial relationships. 

•	 What leads to the imbalance in the relationship? 

•	 Describe this diagram to a family member or 
friend who isn’t studying media.

2	 Interview somebody who is in a parasocial 
relationship with a celebrity. 

•	 What do they know about the celebrity? 

•	 How close to them do they feel? 

•	 How often do they check up on them through 
social media feeds? 

•	 Evaluate whether this is a healthy relationship to 
be in.

3	 Conduct an analysis of how a celebrity uses 
social media platforms to encourage parasocial 
relationships. What codes and conventions do 
they use to impart ‘personal’ information about 
themselves? What social media platform do you 
think is the most successful at this?
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 8.5   Media influence research and evidence

RESEARCH AND EVIDENCE

With the cultural studies trend of media influence theories, 
the research moved away from scientifically rigorous 
studies towards research that attempted to see a bigger 
picture than these studies would allow. When analysing 
the research associated with theories and issues around 
media influence, it is important to understand the type of 
researches that were being done and their strengths and 
weaknesses. It is also important to assess the validity of 
this research as theories may have developed that ignored 
certain findings.  

CORRELATION AND CAUSATION
One requirement for analysing media effects research is 
knowing the difference between correlation and causation. 
It is easy to prove a correlation between two phenomena, 
such as the fact that people who watch a higher amount 
of violent media are more likely to show real-world violent 
tendencies. What is harder to prove is the causation; that is, 
whether the violent media is a direct cause of the violent 
tendencies.

CONTENT ANALYSIS

Content analysis was popular in the direct effects trend 
theory of thinking about media influence. Content analysis 
methods concentrate on the media texts themselves 
and what they are made of. A popular version of content 
analysis research is to count the amount of violent acts or 
types of representations in a certain text or texts. A 1995 
study by Boyatzis, Mattillo and Nesbitt into the effects on 
children’s behaviour of them watching Power Rangers (see 
Figure 8.5.1) found that there were 140 aggressive acts in 
the half-hour episode that was examined. One of the first 
large studies into the effects of the media was the Payne 
Fund studies, which ran from 1929–1932. This study was 
primarily focused on understanding the effects that movies 
had on children and included a content analysis of over 
1,500 films. The studies reported that nearly three-quarters 
of the films featured crime, sex and love as central plotlines. 
Further studies expressed concern over the amount of films 
with sexually aggressive females and onscreen kissing.

The limited effects trend in mass communication theories saw an explosion 
in scientific research in the area of media influence. From them, theories 
have been used to evaluate the relevance of research claims.

Content analysis research can provide interesting data 
about the type of media being produced at a certain time 
and place, or how media has changed. It can be effective 
when it is used as part of a larger understanding of media 
influence. The weakness of content analysis research is 
that it is disconnected from the audience that consumes it. 
Content analysis presumes that the audience is passive or it 
does not explore the audience at all.

LABORATORY STUDIES

Laboratory studies in the media attempt to use laboratory 
conditions to explore a specific aspect of the relationship 
between a media text and its audience. Theorists and 
researchers in the limited effects trend favour laboratory 
studies because they can control all the variables in a test 
to see how a person may act or react to a stimulus. 

Laboratory studies are popular with researchers when 
trying to understand the effects of violent media on 
audiences. For example, a 2006 study by Iowa State 
University found that subjects who played violent video 
games for twenty minutes had lower physiological 
responses when they watched videos of real-life violence. 
The claim of desensitisation to violence was measured 
through heart rate and galvanic skin response, which 
measures perspiration.

While laboratory studies are popular among limited effects 
theorists, they do have their weaknesses. It is argued that 
laboratory studies are conducted in artificial environments 
where people are not comfortable and may not act 
naturally. They can also only look at the immediate and 
short-term effects of the media.

LONGITUDINAL STUDIES

In longitudinal studies, researchers attempt to look at the 
relationship between media texts and audiences over a 
longer period of time and in a more naturalistic setting 
outside the laboratory. Longitudinal studies may involve 
researchers checking in with people over a period of 
weeks, months or years. 
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A study that went over fifteen years looked at the effect 
of television violence on 500 individuals (Huesmann, 
Moise-Titus, Podolski, & Eron, 2003). The study, which 
followed children from first grade into their twenties, found 
that heavy exposure to television violence in childhood 
predicted increased physically aggressive behaviour in 
adulthood, and that they were three times more likely to 
be convicted of criminal behaviour.

Longitudinal studies encourage a more in-depth 
understanding of the relationship between the media and 
audiences. However, there are some issues in separating 
the influence of media from that of other factors such as 
IQ, parental relationships and social class. 

QUANTITATIVE STUDIES

Quantitative research is a technique that involves the use 
of numbers and statistics to understand the relationship 
between the media and its audience. Often the surveys 

or questionnaires that are used to collect this information 
contain only a limited number of responses to choose 
from. Quantitative studies helps researchers to easily 
categorise opinions, but do not always allow for more 
complicated answers.

An example of a quantitative study was that done by the 
Girl Scout Research Institute in 2011 on the relationship 
between girls aged eleven to seventeen and reality 
television. Some of the findings in the survey-based study 
were that regular reality television viewers accept and 
expect a higher level of aggression and bullying in their 
own lives, are more focused on the value of physical 
appearance, and are more confident and self-assured.

As well as being a narrow focus into a subject, the findings 
of quantitative studies can be easily manipulated or 
inaccurate, due to the way questions are asked, the  
number of people involved with the research and who 
the subjects are.

FIGURE 8.5.1   Power Rangers, Season 1 (1993–1996)
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QUALITATIVE STUDIES

Qualitative studies use similar tools to quantitative studies 
such as surveys and interviews. However, qualitative studies 
involve more open-ended questions. This can allow for a 
more well-rounded understanding of relationships with the 
media, but it can be difficult to specifically state what the 
relationship is for a large amount of people.

FOUND DATA OR CASE  
STUDY RESEARCH

Found data or case study research involves looking at data 
that already exists in the world and studying what this 
may mean in terms of the media effects or relationships 
involved. This type of research may be the least scientific, 
but often society turns to theories based on a real-world 
event to try to make sense of why that event occurred.

An example of a found data study is one done by the 
University of Maryland in 2015, which found that access 
to Sesame Street in the early 1960s led to improved early 
educational outcomes for children. This study used data 
that compared households that had access to Sesame Street 
with those that didn’t, due to whether or not they had 
television reception. The researchers linked this data to 
how the children in those households performed as shown 
in their elementary school results. The study found that 
living in an area with strong television reception reduced 
the likelihood of the children’s school results being under 
the grade-level appropriate for their age.

Learning activities

1	 Find examples for each type of research or 
evidence covered in this unit and, using the NEAT-O 
approach, analyse them to find their strengths and 
weaknesses.

2	 Design an experiment to see if violent media makes 
teenagers more violent in the real world. How 
would you set it up? What would the strengths and 
weaknesses of your research method be?

3	 Find three studies that explore how others have 
tested to see if violent media makes someone more 
violent. What type of research method did they use, 
and what was the outcome? Evaluate the validity of 
the research.

EVALUATING MEDIA  
INFLUENCE EVIDENCE

A range of evidence is used to support claims of media 
influence, from personal anecdotes to scientific research 
and case studies. When evaluating these claims, use the 
NEAT-O approach.

■■ Nature: What is the nature or type of influence that 
this claim is suggesting? Is it negative or positive? For 
example, is media causing an audience to be more 
violent, or having a calming effect? 

■■ Extent: How much effect on an audience does this claim 
suggest? Does it change how someone is feeling, affect 
how they see the world or change their actions? Is it a 
short- or long-term effect?

■■ Audience: What specific audience is it claimed the 
media has an effect on? Is it a specific type of vulnerable 
audience? Do the researchers discuss, age, race, social 
standing or gender?

■■ Type of evidence: What type of evidence does the claim 
provide? What are the strengths and weaknesses of this 
type of evidence? Take a close look at it and analyse 
whether it supports the claims being made about  
media influence.

■■ Organisation: Who is responsible for the claim and 
evidence provided? Who has paid for the research? Do 
they have a vested interest in the claim being made?

FIGURE 8.5.2  Oscar the Grouch is happy with the found data 
research that suggests watching Sesame Street leads to better 
educational outcomes.
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 8.6   Media regulation and control
Throughout the world, including Australia, there are regulatory institutions 
and practices that attempt to control the media and protect audiences.

MEDIA REGULATION IN AUSTRALIA

Apart from media producers and audiences, Australian 
regulatory institutions are also attempting to control 
the media. As media products have moved away from 
traditional distribution models and producers can reach 
large audiences in their bedrooms, policing the media has 
become increasingly difficult.

AUSTRALIAN COMMUNICATIONS  
AND MEDIA AUTHORITY 
The Australian Communications and Media Authority 
(ACMA) is a government-funded statutory body that 
oversees many of the regulatory practices of the media. 
ACMA is a media ‘watchdog’ that oversees many mediums 
in Australia, including radio, television, internet, film,  
video games and print publications. Some of the roles  
of ACMA are:

■■ ensuring that government legislation regarding the 
media is followed and enforced

■■ promoting self-regulation in the media industry, while 
ensuring consumers are protected

■■ encouraging media institutions to act within the 
audience’s interests.

ACMA performs these roles in a variety of ways. They issue 
broadcast licences for television and radio stations, and 
enforce the conditions of those licenses. They also enforce 
industry codes of practice and government legislation. 

ACMA also handles complaints. If a member of the 
public feels that a broadcaster has not dealt with their 
complaint about a breach of their codes of practice, they 
can take their complaint to ACMA to investigate. ACMA 
can deliver consequences to the broadcaster, ranging 

from fines to cancelling their licence. A major criticism of 
ACMA is its limitations to these consequences. ACMA has 
no mid–tiered consequences that can be meted out to 
broadcasters. They are limited to either easily recouped 
fines or a revoked licence, which is only done for serious 
breaches of the codes of practice.

REASONS FOR REGULATION

There are many uses and needs for regulation, which often 
depend on the medium the media product is from. Overall, 
most media regulation is conducted in order to protect the 
public against the interests of the media producer. While 
the reasons listed below are often thought of as being for 
the greater good, some argue that the more the media is 
regulated, the less freedom our society has. These reasons 
can also be challenged in the context of a more globalised 
media.

FIGURE 8.6.1  The Mystery of the Wireless by Reg Mombassa.  
ACMA issues broadcast licences for television and radio stations.

Learning activities

1	 Explore the ACMA website and its media releases to 
explore its role within the media industry. 

2	 Undertake a news search for ACMA and find a case 
study where ACMA was involved in the regulation 
of Australian media. Explain what ACMA’s role was.
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PROTECTING VULNERABLE AUDIENCES
The main role for most regulatory bodies is to protect 
the audience from that which may harm or disturb them, 
especially those audiences who are seen as being especially 
vulnerable. For instance, the Children’s Television Standards 
are government regulations that deal specifically with free-
to-air television, including advertising, which is directed 
at children. These regulations spell out what persuasive 
techniques children’s advertisements cannot use and seek 
to ensure that their food and beverage advertisements do 
not promote unhealthy habits. 

The understanding of a cause and effect relationship 
between the media and this vulnerable audience is hard 
to prove but, because it is the prevailing community 
understanding, government and industry leaders need 
to be seen to actively protect them. As well as the 
understanding that people may never fully understand 
how they are influenced by the media, the other concern 
of regulation that protects so called vulnerable audiences 
is that it may restrict others from seeing the content 
themselves. 

Free-to-air commercial and government-controlled 
stations were easy to put in checks and balances for. 
However, the move to digital platforms that present 
media from a world of sources makes this harder to put 
in place. For instance, in 2009 the government attempted 
to regulate the internet through the use of mandatory 
internet filters. It ran a trial of the ISP-centred filters that 
blocked certain sites that would be refused classification 
under the National Classification Scheme. The government 
scrapped the idea when it found that the filters could be 
easily bypassed, slowed down internet speed and proved 
unpopular with the majority of Australians.

INFORMING THE PUBLIC
Many classification-based regulatory schemes are put 
in place so audiences know what is included in a media 
product. For instance, one of the principles of the 
National Classification Code, which classifies all film and 
video games rented or sold in Australia, is that ‘everyone 
should be protected from exposure to unsolicited 
material that they find offensive’. Classification gives the 
audience enough information to know whether a media 

FIGURE 8.6.2  Media regulation in Australia exists to protect vulnerable audiences from content that may harm or disturb them.
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product is for them. This is why all film posters have a 
classification code on them, or why information about 
the type of violence in a television show is told to you at 
the beginning. Some classifications are ‘advisory’ and exist 
just to provide information, while others can be restricted 
categories, which may dictate the time or place the media 
product can be consumed or how old you have to be to 
consume it.

The advent of streaming services and online-only games 
has meant the old classification systems have had to 
evolve. Social media platforms provide basic warnings on 
some flagged content, but regulators cannot keep up with 
live video services on sites such as YouTube, Instagram 
and Facebook, raising concerns about what users could be 
exposed to without notice. 

PROTECTING CULTURAL IDENTITY
The following rules are in place to ensure there is Australian 
content on our screens and radio:

■■ Free-to-air primary commercial television stations must 
broadcast 55 per cent Australian content between 6.00 
a.m. and midnight in a calendar year. They must also 
broadcast a certain quota of Australian drama, children’s 
and documentary programs.

■■ Digital commercial multi-channels, such as 7mate or 
Gem, must broadcast 1460 hours of Australian content 
between 6.00 a.m. and midnight per calendar year (or 
22 per cent).

■■ Free-to-air broadcasters must also make sure that 80 
per cent of the total advertising between 6.00 a.m. and 
midnight is produced in Australia. 

■■ While the ABC does not have a specific Australian 
content quota, its charter states that one of its functions 
is to ‘provide broadcasting programs that contribute to 
a sense of national identity and inform and entertain, 
and reflect the cultural diversity of the Australian 
community’.

■■ Australian commercial radio stations are required to 
play at least 55 per cent Australian-performed music 
between 6.00 a.m. and midnight.

We have these rules to ensure that Australia has a strong 
media industry that can provide employment for its 
locals. Without these rules, broadcasters would likely 
import all their content from overseas, which would be 
much cheaper. It is also important that Australian culture 
is reflected in the media that Australians consume. As an 
industry, we need to ensure that our own stories are told.

FIGURE 8.6.3  Australian television show Please Like Me. Regulations are in place to ensure that there is Australian content on our screens.
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Learning activities

1	 Create a table that includes the reasons we 
have media regulation in Australia, why those 
reasons are important and the weaknesses of that 
regulation.

2	 What are some of the reasons to have less 
regulation in Australia? Do these reasons outweigh 
the need for regulation?

3	 Write an argument for more or less regulation in 
one of these areas as a letter to the editor in a local 
newspaper.

Critics of these quotas and regulations complain that 
they make it hard to compete with internet platform 
competitors who are not subject to the same regulations. 
For example, internet-based radio stations and music-
streaming services are exempt from Australian music 
quotas, putting pressure on local media organisations 
who say that the quotas are unsustainable and the 
Australian music industry would be better served by more 
government grants.

Australian television broadcasters argue that it is unfair 
that streaming services such as Netflix and Stan have no 
Australian content regulations. There have been calls to 
demand a 20 per cent quota on these services, as Europe 
is attempting, or for the streaming services to contribute 
to a digital content fund. Some broadcasters are calling to 
scrap the content regulations altogether to ensure it is a fair 
playing field for everyone.

ENSURING A RANGE OF VIEWS
Throughout history we have seen that diversity in the 
media is important. Without making sure there is a range 
of different people owning the media, audiences may 
be exposed to only certain points of view, or culturally 
diverse members of society might feel little connection to 
the media and the culture. It is generally accepted that it 
is important for a healthy democracy to have available a 
broad and diverse media, where ideas can be debated and 
governments can be held accountable. Since the media is 
a powerful tool, we as a society need to be mindful of who 
wields it. 

Australia has specific laws regarding cross-media 
ownership, which concerns placing limits on individuals 
owning different types of media in the same licence area. 
There are five main rules that apply to television, radio and 
newspapers:

■■ Individual television networks can reach just 75 per cent 
of the population.

■■ Media companies can only own two out of three media 
platforms—radio, television and newspapers—in any city.

■■ Media companies cannot own more than one television 
licence in a city.

■■ Media companies cannot own more than two radio 
licences in a city.

■■ There must be at least five independent operators in a 
city, or four in a regional area.

These rules have helped ensure that there is some diversity 
in the ownership of Australian media, even though our 
media ownership is some of the most concentrated in 
the world. However, many in the media industry say that 
the ownership rules are outdated and make it harder to 
compete in a more globalised media landscape. Industry 
lobbyists have pushed for changes in these laws for years 
and have succeeded in many—including the requirement 
that an individual has to be Australian to own Australian 
media. 

DIFFERENT TYPES OF REGULATION 
IN AUSTRALIA

Although ACMA is in charge of the regulation of the media 
in Australia, there are different ways in which regulation 
is done in different sectors. The three main types are 
government regulation, industry regulation and self-
regulation.

ACMA is the main government-run regulatory body, which, 
among other duties, ensures that government legislation 
concerning Australian media is enacted.  

AUSTRALIAN CLASSIFICATION BOARD
The Australian Classification Board is a government 
statutory body that classifies films, video games and 
certain publications for exhibition, sale or hire in Australia 
in accordance with the National Classification Scheme. 
The Australian Classification Board gives these items a 
classification according to the National Classification Code.
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The Classification Code requires classification 
decisions to give effect, as far as is possible, to four 
key principles: 

1	 Adults should be able to read, hear, see and play 
what they want. 

2	 Minors should be protected from material likely 
to harm or disturb them. 

3	 Everyone should be protected from exposure to 
unsolicited material that they find offensive 

4	 The need to take account of community concerns 
about depictions that condone or incite violence, 
particularly sexual violence, and the portrayal of 
persons in a demeaning manner.

Under the Classification Act, the matters to be 
taken into account in making a classification 
decision include the: 

●● standards of morality, decency and propriety 
generally accepted by reasonable adults 

●● literary, artistic or educational merit (if any) of 
the content 

●● general character of the content, including 
whether it is of a medical, legal or scientific 
character, and 

●● persons or class of persons to whom it is 
published or is intended or likely to be published 
(i.e. the audience).

Extracts from the Classification Act (1995)

CLASSIFICATION DECISIONS
When deciding on a classification, the board considers 
the text against six classifiable elements: themes, violence, 
sex, language, drug use and nudity. The Board considers 

the impact of these elements, including their frequency, 
intensity, level of detail and their cumulative effect. The 
Board also considers the context of the elements, such as 
looking at the purpose and tone of the media product.

Under the Classification Code, films can be classified into 
these categories:

■■ G (general) 

■■ PG (parental guidance recommended) 

■■ M (recommended for mature audiences)

■■ MA 15+ (not suitable for people under 15)

■■ R 18+ (restricted to 18 years and over)

■■ X 18+ (restricted to 18 years and over; material of 
sexually explicit nature)

■■ RC (refused classification). 

The needs of the Australian public are varied and the 
classification decisions seek to strike a balance between 
permitting adults to make choices about their viewing, 
gaming and reading habits, while respecting the wishes of 
others to not be exposed to material they find confronting, 
and to have measures in place to protect children from 
inappropriate content.

Filmmakers and distributors can request a review of a 
classification decision made by the Classification Board to 
the Australian Classification Review Board (ACRB). Ridley 
Scott’s sci-fi epic Prometheus (2012) (see Figure 8.6.4) was 
downgraded from MA to M by the ACRB. Originally, the 
film was granted an MA rating, and the distributor, 20th 
Century Fox, submitted a request for the rating to be 
reassessed. A five-member panel ruled in the distributor’s 
favour and the film, which was originally recommended for 
15+ audiences, was able to be seen by younger viewers.

FIGURE 8.6.4  Prometheus (2012) was downgraded from MA to M by the Australian Classification Review Board.
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CLASSIFICATION CHALLENGES
The classification system in Australia faces many challenges. 
The biggest may be a concern about its obsolescence. A 
study conducted by the Department of Communication 
and the Arts in 2016 found that parents mostly use the 
classification system with primary-school-aged children. 
Eighty-one per cent of people believe that ‘ultimately it is 
up to parents/guardians to decide what is best for children 
to watch or play’. In addition, the majority of parents were 
more concerned about ‘what young people might see on 
YouTube and other video-sharing websites than shows, 
films, apps and computer games’.

Although the classification system is used mostly for 
children’s content, the system is seen as one of the most 
restrictive in the world with regard to more mature- 
themed content, especially violent video games. Even with 
the introduction of an adults-only R rating for video games 
in 2013, many games have been ‘refused classification’ 
usually for content that includes violence, gang-related 
content or using drugs as some kind of ‘power-up’. The 
Board has said that video games will get higher ratings 
than films, because the interactivity gives games a higher 
intensity. Video-game producers usually adjust the game 
to get it approved, or sometimes just encourage gamers to 
download the game illegally, bypassing the classification 
system completely.

Another challenge for the Classification Board is the 
number of media products that they need to classify. 
In 2015–2016, the Classification Board made 3777 
classification decisions, including 477 computer games and 
3156 all done with a board of fourteen people. There is so 
much content to review on platforms such as Netflix, and 
the thousands of digital games available on app stores. The 
Board has started to trial and implement self-regulatory 
tools for these media producers. For online and mobile 
games, this includes the use of the International Age Rating 
Coalition tool and the Board and Netflix have created a 
similar tool for its film and television content.

While the Board has the power to revoke any classification 
decision made using these tools and replace them with 
their own, they cannot review every decision made by 
media producers, which could lead to incorrectly classified 
content being made available in Australia.

INDUSTRY REGULATION

The Australian Government, through ACMA, promotes 
industry regulation in the media sector. Industry regulation 
is a system by which a section of the media industry (such 
as advertising, press, television or radio) sets voluntary 
rules and standards of practice that go beyond what they 
are obligated to do legally. Industry regulatory bodies 
create codes of practice, which are then registered by 
ACMA and are responsible for enforcing the media sector’s 
commitment to these rules. 

These bodies exist partly due to good will. The media 
industries doesn’t wish to cause harm or offence to the 
Australian public. They also know that a fair, honest and 
ethical industry regulatory body means that they will face 
minimal government intervention.

FREE TV AUSTRALIA
FreeTV Australia is the industry body for the commercial 
television stations. It is intended to ‘regulate the broadcast 
content of commercial free-to-air television according 
to current community standards, and to assist viewers in 
making informed choices about their television viewing’.

Their code of practice includes:

■■ how television content is classified

■■ the days and times certain classified material can  
be aired

■■ rules regarding news and current affairs content

■■ limits on the amount of advertising allowed

■■ advertising restrictions on alcoholic drinks, films, 
computer games and gambling

■■ how complaints are received and handled by the station.

An issue with the FreeTV Codes of Practice is that it  
does not include any content that is streamed from 
their websites. Online streaming content is regulated  
under the Online Content Scheme of the Broadcasting 
Services Act, but it is through a complaints-based 
mechanism, and includes content that has been classified, 
or likely to be classified at R 18+ or above or MA 15+ on  
a commercial basis.Pa
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ADVERTISING STANDARDS BUREAU
The Advertising Standards Bureau (ASB) is the industry 
regulatory body that manages the complaints-based 
system of the advertising industry in Australia. This 
includes advertising or marketing on any medium that is 
published or broadcast. The system upholds many codes, 
including a code of ethics, which states that its intent is to 
‘ensure that advertisements and other forms of marketing 
communications are legal, decent, honest and truthful and 
that they have been prepared with a sense of obligation 
to the consumer and society and a sense of fairness and 
responsibility to competitors’.

The Code of Ethics states that consumers can 
complain about advertisements that:

●● portrays people in a discriminatory way or vilifies 
them

●● uses sexual appeal which is exploitative or 
degrading, or insensitively treats sex or nudity 
towards the relevant audience

●● portrays violence out of context

●● uses inappropriate or strong language

●● depicts material against community standards on 
health and safety.

There are other codes that are also covered, including ones 
that specifically relate to advertising directed at children, 
about motor vehicles, and for food and beverage products.

The Advertising Standards Board will review complaints 
that have been submitted, allow the advertiser to respond 
to it and then dismiss or uphold it. If the complaint is 
upheld, the advertiser needs to remove the advertisement 
or modify it to remove the offending element.

The problem with the complaints-based system is that, by 
the time an offending advertisement has been withdrawn, 
it may have been in circulation for weeks. Also, if an 
advertiser is asked to pull an advertisement and they don’t, 
the ASB can do nothing as they do not have the power to 
enforce the Code of Ethics.

SELF-REGULATION
All media companies self-regulate in some way. They make 
decisions on what they will or will not broadcast, host or 
share on their platforms through various methods such as 
community guidelines, terms of use agreements and codes 
of conduct. Although all media companies have legal and 
ethical obligations to ACMA and other industry regulators, 
they also have in-house standards. These are often used to 
set the tone of what the company should be. These self-
regulatory policies are especially important on platforms 
that house user-generated content. They seek to strike a 
balance between allowing the community a broad range 
of expression and being bound by their legal and ethical 
obligations. 

Instagram Community Guidelines  
(the short version)

We want Instagram to continue to be an authentic 
and safe place for inspiration and expression. Help 
us foster this community. Post only your own photos 
and videos and always follow the law. Respect 
everyone on Instagram, don’t spam people or post 
nudity.

YouTube Community Guidelines 

YouTube Guidelines have been updated in the past to 
reflect changing community values and this is an ongoing 
process. The following YouTube guidelines are the 
requirements users needed to follow in 2017.

Nudity or sexual content

YouTube is not for pornography or sexually explicit 
content. If this describes your video, even if it’s a 
video of yourself, don’t post it on YouTube. Also, be 
advised that we work closely with law enforcement 
and we report child exploitation. 

Violent or graphic content

It’s not okay to post violent or gory content that’s 
primarily intended to be shocking, sensational, 
or disrespectful. If posting graphic content in a 
news or documentary context, please be mindful 
to provide enough information to help people 
understand what’s going on in the video.  
Don’t encourage others to commit specific  
acts of violence. 
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Learning activities

1	 In your own words describe government, industry 
and self-regulation.

2	 Draw a diagram that lays out some of the different 
media regulatory bodies in Australia and how they 
are connected.

3	 What do you think is the most effective type of 
media regulation, and which is best for Australia? 
List the strengths and weaknesses of each type.

4	 Go to the Ad Standards website and find a 
complaint against an advertisement that was 
upheld. 

•	 What was the nature and extent of the 
complaint?

•	 What was the outcome and do you agree with it? 
Explain.

5	 Look up the community standards of a social 
network that you use. 

•	 Do you agree with these standards? Explain.

•	 How does the platform enforce them? 

•	 Do you think the organisation does enough 
to ensure their users are protected, or do they 
regulate too much? Explain.

6	 What does media regulation assume about 
the relationship between media texts and its 
audiences? Which media influence theory would 
best describe the understandings of regulation?

Hateful content

Our products are platforms for free expression. 
But we don’t support content that promotes or 
condones violence against individuals or groups 
based on race or ethnic origin, religion, disability, 
gender, age, nationality, veteran status, or sexual 
orientation/gender identity, or whose primary 
purpose is inciting hatred on the basis of these core 
characteristics. This can be a delicate balancing act, 
but if the primary purpose is to attack a protected 
group, the content crosses  
the line.

Spam, misleading metadata, and scams

Everyone hates spam. Don’t create misleading 
descriptions, tags, titles, or thumbnails in order to 
increase views. It’s not okay to post large amounts 
of untargeted, unwanted or repetitive content, 
including comments and private messages. 

Harmful or dangerous content

Don’t post videos that encourage others to do things 
that might cause them to get badly hurt, especially 
kids. Videos showing such harmful or dangerous 
acts may get age-restricted or removed depending 
on their severity.

Copyright

Respect copyright. Only upload videos that you 
made or that you’re authorized to use. This means 
don’t upload videos you didn’t make, or use 
content in your videos that someone else owns 
the copyright to, such as music tracks, snippets of 
copyrighted programs, or videos made by other 
users, without necessary authorisations. 

Threats

Things like predatory behavior, stalking, threats, 
harassment, intimidation, invading privacy, 
revealing other people’s personal information, and 
inciting others to commit violent acts or to violate 
the Terms of Use are taken very seriously. Anyone 
caught doing these things may be permanently 
banned from YouTube. 

SELF-REGULATION AND CHALLENGES
A challenge of self-regulation on some platforms is 
enforcing conditions on all of the content. For instance,  
it is estimated that there are 300 hours of video uploaded 
to YouTube every minute and over 300 million photos 
uploaded to Facebook every day. To regulate all this 
content, platforms rely on automated and community 
reporting systems, which can be seen as flawed and 
uneven. Flagged videos on YouTube can be automatically 
blocked on the site, which can be abused by malicious 
users. YouTube’s content identification system, which 
matches copyrighted content on the platform, can take 
down legitimate videos that has content that has been 
created for fair use reasons, such as commentary  
and critique.
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 8.7   Media and agency
Media institutions, audiences and government are increasingly using technology—
platforms and tools together—that are reshaping the world around us.

MEDIA THEORY, REGULATION  
AND TECHNOLOGY 

Media theories and regulation have changed drastically 
over a short period of time, thanks to technology that 
makes it easier to consume and create media texts. There 
are now very different ways in which media institutions, 
audiences and government agencies are using the media. 
These media platforms, tools and technologies are actively 
being used to shape the world around us.

INDIVIDUALS AND THE MEDIA 

There used to be high barriers in place that made it 
difficult for individuals to have a voice in the media. Media 
platforms and technologies were in relatively limited 
supply, and expensive to create and use. Now, internet 
platforms have made the barrier to producing media 
very low. There are also many ways that people can make 
money using these new platforms. Twitter accounts have 
led to book deals, Instagrammers are paid to show their 
products, and YouTube has a partner earnings program that 
allows its users to get a cut of the advertising revenue. 

FANDOMS
Everyone is a fan of at least something—that one television 
show, celebrity or film franchise that excites you the most. 
You may even be part of a ‘fandom’—a community of 
people who share your passion and actively contribute to 
it. You might join a Facebook group, run a Tumblr blog, 
contribute to a Twitter hashtag or create and share memes 
about the show. 

Fandoms create alternative communities for people. 
Individuals have long been interested in creating 
communities for themselves with those who share the 
same values and interests. This largely relied on people 
being physically close to us. Now, with the growth of 
connected media technologies, we see communities that 
have large geographical distances between them.

Sherlock Holmes

Some fans are also so passionate about their texts, that 
they may become quite critical of them—so much so 
that a critical mass of fans can have an influence over the 
product. This isn’t just a new phenomenon that stemmed 
from Twitter hashtags and digital petitions. One of the first 
and biggest fandoms was for Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock 
Holmes. Doyle’s original short stories, which were published 
in the newspaper, attracted rabid fans who would write 
Sherlock fan mail and discuss the latest episodes in the 
letters section of the paper. When Doyle famously killed off 
Sherlock, the fandom wore black armbands, wrote angry 
letters and signed petitions for Holmes to come back from 
the dead.

Learning activities

1	 Has new media made you a media producer? If 
so, explain how you use media technologies and 
platforms to create media products and share  
them online.

2	 Now explore how another media producer shares 
content and makes money online without the need 
for a large company behind them. 

FIGURE 8.7.1  YouTube producer and social media star Casey  
Neistat is an example of how audiences of today can use new  
media platforms to their advantage.
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Eventually Doyle did bring him back from the dead, but 
only wrote about him sparingly. Holmes fans decided they 
wanted more and wrote their own sequels, imitations and 
take-offs. The fandom for Sherlock has only grown since. 
Everybody still knows who Sherlock is, and the specific 
symbolic elements that make up a Sherlock representation. 
We all have our favourite Sherlock incarnation and can 
thank one of the first active fandoms for this.

Fans eventually did get Doyle to bring Sherlock properly 
back from the dead. Now with the internet, fandoms are 
more organised than ever before to try to influence their 
favourite creators into how they think ‘their’ texts should 
look. A fandom can feel an ownership over a media text 
and will fight for what they think is correct even if that is 
the opposite of how the creator themselves feels about it, 
creating a tension between the producer and audience.

Firefly 

Audiences have always felt that they have had some control 
over the films and television shows that are produced—
ratings or box office takings are generally good indicators 
of this. A fandom can help fight for a text that has not 
been popular. An example of this is the 2002 sci-fi Firefly, 
from the maker of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Joss Whedon. 
The show was cancelled after one season after Fox gave it 
an unfavourable timeslot, showed episodes out of order 
and gave it misleading advertising. Fans of the show 
complained loudly about this and tried to get it renewed. 

Although another season never eventuated, a Firefly film 
Serenity was made in 2005 and a series of comics was 
released shortly after.

FIGURES 8.7.2 AND 8.7.3  The Return of Sherlock Homes by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and Benedict Cumberbatch in the television  
version of Sherlock

FIGURE 8.7.4  A scene from Serenity, a film made after the fandom of 
the show Firefly protested that it had been mishandled by FoxPa
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FANDOMS AS CONSUMERS
Producers rely on texts with strong fandoms, as these active 
fans are often good consumers. The Star Wars universe 
keeps expanding because of a strong fandom, and Harry 
Potter books, films and spin-offs are planned until way into 
the future. Cult-status shows such as The X Files, Twin Peaks 
and Gilmore Girls have all been brought back because of 
their fandoms, almost guaranteeing returns on investment. 

FANDOMS AS CRITICS
Because of their passion, fandoms can often be the biggest 
critics of these works. Henry Jenkins (2006) argued that fans 
expect the best from their cultural heroes and so they have 
a right to express themselves on these products.

Fandom, after all, is born of a balance between 
fascination and frustration: if media content didn’t 
fascinate us, there would be no desire to engage 
with it; but if it didn’t frustrate us on some level, 
there would be no drive to rewrite  
or remake it. 

If they are not happy with how a show, franchise or series 
is headed, fans may demand changes (and now with 
social media they can do this directly with the creator 
themselves) or reinterpret the work for themselves in 
writing or artwork. Sometimes the strength of a fandom’s 
reaction can have longstanding effects on the future of 
the media product. In a 2016 episode of CW’s The 100, 
a popular character, Lexa, was killed off mid-season. 
There was a strong reaction from fans, especially since 
she was one of several lesbian characters who had been 
killed off on numerous television shows that season. Fans 
complained that the character’s death played into a familiar 
trope where gay characters die in television shows soon 
after attaining happiness. Show creator Jason Rothenberg 
found out about the reaction when watching fan videos 
online and said, ‘Knowing what I know now, I would have 
done things differently’.

Often, this brings up questions of authorship. If the creators 
are just giving fans what they want, the question arises 
as to whose text it really is. Fandoms often try to claim 
ownership over as much of the product as possible, while 
creators have to maintain the delicate balance of keeping 
their fans happy while allowing their story to evolve and 
hold onto their own sense of artistic control.

FANDOMS CHALLENGING CONTROL  
OF STORIES 
The Star Wars franchise has an active fandom going back 
to the original trilogy. Creator George Lucas always ensured 
that he retained authorship of his product, which has led 
to many challenges. Seeing the value in fan-created works, 
Lucas has encouraged them, but only in official Star Wars 
competitions. The biggest way Lucas claims authorship 
over his works is demonstrated in the case of the special 
editions of the original Star Wars trilogy in 1997.

In the lead-up to the release of the prequels, Lucasfilm 
did a theatrical re-release of the three films, which he had 
digitally altered. Most of these alterations were clean-ups 
and restorations, adding some special effects and making 
sure that they were more in line with the upcoming films. 
It has been argued however, that other changes he made 
altered characters or plot points. The most controversial 
change was a shoot-out in the Cantina scene in Star Wars: 
A New Hope. In the original cut of the film, Han Solo shoots 
bounty hunter Greedo after a tense standoff. In the special 
edition, Han Solo shoots only after Greedo fires at him first.

Fans were outraged by this change, saying that it altered 
the arc of Solo’s character from a cold-blooded killer to 
someone willing to risk his own life for someone else. Lucas 
claims that Greedo always shot first and was just fixing poor 
coverage of the scene. 

FIGURE 8.7.5  Han Solo shot first
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Lucas has continually tinkered with his films in re-releases, 
changing titles, effects and scenes. He claims that due to 
time limitations, the original films were not finished as 
he would have liked them and he was just updating them 
to reflect his original intent. Fans complain that because 
the original film is not available to buy, they cannot enjoy 
the version they originally fell in love with. Some have 
attempted to recreate the original film through their own 
restorations by digitally combining and changing the film 
from various sources.

FAN ENTITLEMENT
This fight for control over media products sometimes leads 
to ‘fan entitlement’—the idea that fans feel they are owed 
something from media creators—that their voice must be 
heard … or else. Fans are now more likely to make demands 
of their media, which might be through trending hashtags, 
online petitions or sometimes even threats to the creators. 
Examples of this have been fan backlashes against an all-
female Ghostbusters cast and a call to make Elsa gay in the 
Frozen sequel.

FANDOM AND VIDEO GAMES
Video-game creators can be confronted with angry 
fandoms, sometimes before a product is even released. 
The space exploration video game No Man’s Sky by 
Sean Murray and Hello Games, quickly gained a cult 
following when it was announced in 2013, but fans quickly 
turned sour. The release date was pushed back, which 
caused many fans to complain that this had ruined their 
experience since they planned to play the game over 
summer. When the game finally did come out, many fans 
were upset that it didn’t live up to the hype. Some even 
tried to sue Hello Games for false advertising.

FIGURE 8.7.6  Sean Murray from Hello Games demonstrates the 
game No Man’s Sky before its release

Learning activities

1	 Define the term ‘fandom’ in your own words.

2	 What fandoms do you belong to, if any? Describe 
how you contribute to them.

3	 Choose a fan community and study it. What type of 
content does the community allow and not allow? 
How much of a connection is there between the 
producers of the media product and the fandom? 
When has the fandom been unhappy about the 
media product?

4	 Describe fan entitlement. Do you think that fans 
should have a say in how a media product is made, 
or do you think it is purely up to the producer?

5	 Describe a time when a fandom has had agency 
over a media product, either from the examples 
given above, or from another instance.

INSTITUTIONS AND THE MEDIA 

Engaging with media is always a transaction. In more 
traditional media this transaction is simple. It might be 
you give money to watch a certain film or agree to put up 
with commercials to watch a television show. Now, that 
transaction has become significantly more complicated. 
Multi-platform media conglomerates don’t just want you 
to pay to watch a film, they also want you to watch the 
television show, buy the video game, use their hashtag and 
buy the action figure. Media has become better at hooking 
you onto its content using psychological techniques. Netflix 
knows exactly which episode of a series ‘hooked’ you to 
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watch the rest of the season. Free-to-play video-game apps 
use a range of techniques to make sure you keep playing 
and hopefully buy some in-game currency. Advertising has 
also become more sophisticated. Instead of advertising to 
a broad range of audiences, advertisers can now pinpoint 
very specifically who they want to send their message to. 

THE PRIVACY PARADOX
An expression that is used often in relation to social media 
goes something like this: ‘If what you are getting online is 
for free, you are not the customer, you are the product’. 
Social network platforms have become a ubiquitous 
necessity. People love the convenience of living online. 
They sign up to free services, which they see as making 
their lives better and, to do so, they give up some of their 
privacy. The ‘privacy paradox’ is the tension between these 
two ideas. It is interesting to think about whether the ease 
of the web is worth giving up some aspects of your privacy.

We understand that any social situation requires some 
kind of self-disclosure, which is why we are willing to do so 
online. Many social networks encourage this behaviour so 
they can collect this information and sell it to advertisers. 
Go on to Facebook and you are encouraged to share how 
you are feeling, where you are and what you are doing. 
Facebook wants you to react to other posts, whether a 
photo makes you happy or a news article makes you sad.

By engaging in this, you are not just sharing this 
information with your online friends, you are helping 
Facebook understand who you are. If you like pictures 
of babies, visit the beach regularly and posts about 
Donald Trump make you angry, Facebook might have an 
advertisement just for you. 

So, why do we give these platforms so much information? 
Often, it is because of immediate gratification bias—
basically impulse posting. When people post on social 
media they often get immediate feedback from their peers. 
People like to gratify their present self and push the cost 
onto their future self. 

Another way media institutions collect information about 
you is through your smartphone. Many apps ask for 
location data and access to your microphone and image 
library. Other apps collect data about you that you might 
not even be aware of. 

In Europe, there is a discussion around the concept of ‘The 
Right to be Forgotten’ as a human right. This is the idea 
that information should be able to be removed from the 
internet after a period of time, so mistakes from your past 
won’t follow you forever online.

Learning activities

1	 Research some of the techniques that games apps 
use to keep you coming back. Which of these 
techniques have you found most powerful? Which 
ones are in the apps that are on your phone now?

2	 Who does Facebook think you are? Go to 
the weblink https://www.facebook.com/ads/
preferences to see the types of interests it has 
guessed you have and that will influence your ad 
preferences. Reflect on these interests. How well 
does Facebook know you?

3	 Has there been a time when you thought the 
internet knew you too well? Have you ever seen  
an advertisement for something you needed at  
that point?

4	 What does Google know about you? If your 
browser or phone is logged into a Google account, 
such as a YouTube or Gmail account, it may be 
collecting information about you. Go to https://
myaccount.google.com to see what Google 
can access and has stored about you (including 
recordings of any audio searches you have made).

5	 How do you feel about the privacy paradox? Do 
you believe you give up too much information 
online, or do you think it is worth it for the ease of 
use of these media platforms?

FIGURE 8.7.7  Today, it is hard to escape from the eyes of 
governments and media institutions.
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GOVERNMENTS AND THE MEDIA

We have explored how governments try to control the 
media through regulation to protect audiences. However, 
governments also use the media to try to inform or 
improve society. This is often done through the use 
of Public Service Announcement campaigns. These 
campaigns use media strategies to attempt to change 
people’s behaviour or provide information. 

THE GRIM REAPER
A famous Australian television campaign was the 1987 
‘Grim Reaper’ commercial by the National Advisory 
Committee on AIDS (NACAIDS), which raised public 
awareness of the dangers of AIDS by depicting the Grim 
Reaper knocking over men, women and children with a 
bowling ball. The commercial, as part of a larger health 
awareness campaign, is said to be part of the reason 
Australia had a much smaller AIDS death rate than the USA 
who, at the time, cut off federal funding for AIDS awareness 
campaigns.

LOVE THE GAME, NOT THE ODDS
In 2016, the Victorian Responsible Gambling Foundation, 
a Victorian statutory authority, launched a campaign 
which included television, radio and online ads, as well as 
web resources for kids and parents. The campaign’s main 
message was that children are seeing sports differently 
because of gambling advertisements, and need to be 
protected from any risks. The Foundation website claims 
that nearly a quarter of adolescents are more likely to 
gamble after seeing sports-betting advertisements, and 
that teenagers are more vulnerable to gambling advertising 
than adults and struggle to distinguish between advertising 
and program content.

The campaign raises concerns that gambling, an adult 
activity, is heavily promoted at sporting events, which are 
seen as family-friendly institutions. The campaign points 
to a study by the Foundation that claims that of 152 sports 
fans aged eight to sixteen, two-thirds could recall the name 
of at least one sports-betting brand, while one in five could 
identify three or more. 

This campaign is happening while the regulations 
surrounding advertising betting sites during sports games 
are changing. In 2016, there were moves by the Australian 
Government and ACMA to limit the amount of sports-
betting during live games, and the regulatory body, the 
Australian Association of National Advertisers, discussed 
how to restrict gambling promotions and ads that could 
influence children to gamble.

RESEARCH INTO GAMBLING ADVERTISING
A 2016 study by Samantha Thomas from Deakin University, 
titled ‘Child and parent recall of gambling sponsorship in 
Australian sport’, included a recall activity on sports teams 
and advertisers, and a series of questions regarding the 
impact of marketing on gambling attitudes and behaviours.

FIGURE 8.7.8  Image from the Love the Game,  
Not the Odds campaign
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Learning activities

1	 What claims is the Victorian Responsible Gambling 
Foundation making about the nature and extent of 
influence regarding gambling advertising?

2	 Read the Executive Summary of the ‘Child and 
parent recall of gambling sponsorship in Australian 
sport’ study, which can be found on the Victorian 
Responsible Gambling Foundation’s website.  
What techniques have been used in this research? 
What are the strengths and weaknesses of this 
study? Do you think this study validates the claims 
made by the Foundation?

3	 Analyse the claims made by the Victorian 
Responsible Gambling Foundation regarding the 
effect of their ‘Love the Game, Not the Odds’ media 
campaign. Does the evidence given back up these 
claims?

4	 Research the current legislation and industry 
regulations surrounding betting advertising during 
sports programs. Do you think these regulations 
are effective, and what do they suggest about 
the relationship between betting advertising and 
teenage sports fans?

The primary target audience for the ‘Love the Game, Not 
the Odds’ media campaign was parents of 12–17 year olds 
in Victoria (the ABS puts this number at 944 000), with 
their secondary audience being the ‘general community’ in 
Victoria aged 30–55, including those who gamble on sport.

The Victorian Responsible Gambling Foundation (VRGF) 
had two objectives for their campaign. The first was 
‘to build awareness of how children and young adults’ 
experience of sport is changing with gambling exposure’. 
They used survey techniques to see if they had reached this 
objective and claimed that:

■■ unprompted awareness of the campaign reached  
51 per cent of the target audience

■■ the campaign recall among the primary and secondary 
target audiences was as follows: parents of children aged 
12–17 years (54 per cent), sports fans (55 per cent) and 
regular sports gamblers (57 per cent)

■■ the most recalled element was the main campaign 
slogan ‘Love the Game, Not the Odds (55 per cent of 
those exposed).

The second objective of the campaign according to the 
VRGF was ‘to build knowledge and confidence among 
parents to talk about gambling with their children, the 
risks and how to avoid them. This objective was harder 
to measure, and survey techniques as well as statistics on 
the use of tools on their website were used to give some 
kind of understanding of whether their campaign had an 
impact. The VRGF claimed that:

■■ there were over 46 000 unique page views on the 
campaign website

■■ quiz completions totalled 2237

■■ 94 per cent of those exposed to the campaign indicated 
higher levels of concern over the impact the gambling 
environment and exposure to it had on their children’s 
attitudes towards gambling, and the possibility of their 
children developing gambling problems later in life.

Through this campaign, the VRGF made a variety of 
claims about gambling media messages and their effect 
on vulnerable audiences. The VRGF also made claims 
about the effectiveness of their own media campaign on a 
specific audience. Pa
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

■■ There is a tension between those that have agency 
in the media and those that want to control it. This 
tension exists between media audiences, producers 
and institutions and changes over time as media 
institutions, technologies and audiences change.

■■ There are a range of theories that attempt to 
explain the relationship between the media and its 
audiences, which can be broken down into direct 
effects trends, limited effects trend and cultural 
studies trends. 

■■ Research and evidence is used to add validity to 
the claims of media influence theories. A range 
of evidence can be used from scientific research 
to treating current events as case studies. Media 
influence theories are also used to explain the 
outcome of research or case studies.

■■ It is important to be able to critically analyse 
any evidence used to develop or support media 
influence theories and understand how their 
strengths and weaknesses add or take away from 
the claim’s validity.

■■ Media regulation in Australia attempts to balance 
the freedoms within a democracy as well as the 
need to protect the rights of the audience. This is 
done with a combination of government regulation, 
industry regulation and self-regulation.

■■ Audiences, institutions and governments use 
the media in various ways that have an effect on 
the relationship between media products and 
audiences

■■ Despite all the evidence from research, studies and 
case studies, the debate surrounding the extent of 
the media’s influence remains inconclusive.

EXAM PREPARATION

1	 Describe how the agency and control of the 
audience and the media has evolved in the past 
twenty years.

2	 Compare how any two of the media influence 
theories you have studied frame the relationship 
between the audience and the media producer.

3	 Identify two claims made about the extent of 
media influence, and analyse the evidence used to 
support these claims. 

4	 Why do we regulate the media? Evaluate two 
reasons for media regulation in Australia.

5	 Are Australia’s regulation systems equipped to 
regulate newer media products? Explore this 
question with reference to two different media 
platforms or products.

6	 Does any form of media make you uncomfortable? 
Explore an ethical or legal issue in the relationship 
between an audience and media product.
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