
 
  

e MEDIA EFFECTS 

Cultural Approaches 
to Media Research 

During the rise of modern media research, approaches with a stronger historical and inter
pretive edge developed as well, often in direct opposition to the scientific models. In the late 
1930s, some social scientists began to warn about the limits of "gathering data" and "charting 
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trends," particularly when these kinds of research projects served only advertisers and media 
organizations and tended to be narrowly focused'on individual behavior, ignoring questions 
like "Where are institutions taking us?" and "Where do we want them to take us?"25 

In the United States in the 1960s, an important body of research-loosely labeled cultural 

studies-arose to challenge mainstream media effects theories. Since that time, cultural studies 
research has focused o'n how people make meaning, understand reality, and order experience by 
using cultural symbols that appear in the media. This research has attempted to make everyday 
culture the centerpiece of media studies, focusing on how subtly mass communication shapes 
and is shaped by history, politics, and economjcs. Other cultural studies work examines the 
relationships between elite individuals and groups in government and politics and how media 
play a role in sustainjng the authority of elites �d, occasionally, in challenging their power. 

Early Developments in Cultural Studies Research 
In Europe, media studies have always favored interpretive rather than scientific approaches; in 
other words, researchers there have approached the media as if they were literary or cultural 
critics rather than experimental or survey researchers. These approaches were built on the 
writings of political philosophers such as Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci, who investigated how 
mass media support existing hierarchies in society. They examined how popular culture and 
sports distract people from redressing social injustices, and they addressed the subordinate sta
tus of particular social groups, something emerging media effects researchers were seldom doing. 

In the United States, early criticism of media effects research came from the Frankfurt 
School, a group of European researchers who emigrated from Germany to America to escape 
Nazi persecution in the 1930s. Under the leadership of Max Horkheimer, T. W. Adorno, and Leo 
Lowenthal, this group pointed to at least three inadequacies of traditional scientific approaches 
to media research, arguing that they (1) reduced large "cultural questions" to measurable and 
"verifiable categories"; (2) depended on "an atmosphere of rigidly enforced neutrality"; and 
(3) refused to place "the phenomena of modern life" in a "historical and moral context."26 The 
researchers of the Frankfurt School did not completely reject the usefulness of measuring and 
counting data. They contended,· however, that historical and cultural approaches were also 
necessary to focus critical attention on the long-range effects of the mass media on audieIJ,ces. 

Since the time of the Frankfurt School, criticisms of the media effects tradition and its meth
ods have continued, with calls for more interpretive studies of thetituals of mass communica
tion. Academics who have embraced a cultural approach to media research try to understand 
how media and culture are tied to the actual patterns of communication in daily life. For example, 
in the 1970s, Stuart Hall and his colleagues studied the British print media and the police, who 
were dealing with an apparent rise in crime and mugging incidents. Arguing that the close rela
tionship between the news and the police created a form of urban surveillance, the authors of 
Policing the Crisis demonstrated that the mugging phenomenon was exacerbated, and in part cre
ated, by the key institutions assigned the social tasks of controlling crime and reporting on it.27 

Conducting Cultural Studies Research 
Cultural studies research focuses on the investigation of daily experience, especially on issues of 
race, gender, class, and sexuality, and on the unequal arrangements of power and status in con
temporary society. Such research emphasizes how some social and cultural groups have been 
marginalized and ignored throughout history. Consequently, cultural studies have attempted to 
recover lost or silenced voices, particularly among African American; Native American; Asian 
and Asian American; Arab; Latino; Appalachian; lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT); 
immigrant; and women's cultures. The major analytical approaches in cultural studies research 
today are textual analysis, audience studies, and political economy studies. 
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Textual Analysis 

In cultural studies research, textual analysis highlights the close reading and interpretation of 
cultural messages, including those found in books, movies, and TV programs. It is the equiva
lent of measurement methods like experiments and surveys and content analysis. While media 
effects research approaches media messages with the tools of modern science-replicability, 
objectivity, and data-textual analysis looks at rituals, narratives, and meaning. One type of 
textual analysis is framing research, which looks at recurring media story structures, particu
larly in news stories. Media sociologist Todd Gitlin defines media frames as "persistent pat

terns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by 
which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or visual. "28 

Although textual analysis has a long and rich history in film and literary studies, it became 
significant to media in 1974, when Horace Newcomb's TT/.· The Most Popular Art became the 
first serious academic book to analyze television shows. Newcomb studied why certain TV 
programs and formats became popular, especially comedies, westerns, mysteries, soap operas, 
news reports, and sports programs. Newcomb took television programs seriously, examining 
patterns in the most popular �rograms at the time, such as the Beverly Hillbillies, Bewitched, 

and Dragnet, which traditional researchers had usually snubbed or ignored. Trained as a liter
ary scholar, Newcomb argued that content analysis and other social science approaches to 
popular media often ignored· artistic traditions and social context. For Newcomb, "the task for 
the student of the popular arts is to find a technique through which many different qualities 
of the work-aesthetic, social, psychological-may be explored" and to discover "why certain 

formulas ... are popular in American television."29 

Before Newcomb's work, textual analysis generally focused only on "important" or highly 
regarded works of art-debates, films, poems, and books. But by the end of the 1970s, a new 
generation of media studies scholars, who had grown up on television and rock and roll, began 
to study less elite forms of culture. They extended the concept of what a "text" is to include 
architecture, fashion, tabloid magazines, pop icons like Madonna, rock music, hip-hop, soap 
operas and telenovelas, movies, cockfights, shopping malls, reaiity TV, Martha Stewart, and 
professional wrestling-trying to make sense of the most taken-for-granted aspects of every

day media culture. Often the study of these seemingly minor elements of popular culture pro
vides insight into broader meanings within our society. By shifting the focus·to daily popular 
culture artifacts, cultural studies succeeded in focusing scholarly attention not just on signifi
cant presidents, important religious leaders; prominent political speeches, or military battles 
but on the more ordinary ways that "normal" people organize experience and understand their 

daily lives. 

Audience Studies 

Cultural studies research that focuses on how people use and interpret cultural content is 
called audience studies, or reader-response research. Audience studies differs from textual 
analysis because the subject being researched is the audience for the text, not the text itself. 
For example, in Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature, Janice Radway 
studied a group of midwestern women who were fans of romance novels. Using her training 
in literary criticis.m and employing interviews and questionnaires, Radway investigated the 
meaning of romance novels to the women. She argued that reading romance novels functions 

as personal time for some women, whose complex family and work lives leave them very little 
time for themselves. The study also suggested that these particular romance-novel fans identi
fied with the active, independent qualities of the romantic heroines they most admired. As a 
cultural study, Radway's work did not claim to be scientific, and her findings are not generaliz
able to all women. Rather, Radway was interested in investigating and interpreting the relation

ship between reading popular fiction and ordinary life.30 
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Radway's influential cultural research used a 
variety of interpretive methods, including literary 
analysis, interviews, and questionnaires. Most 
important, these studies helped define culture in 
broad terms-as being made up of both the prod
ucts a society fashions and the processes that forge 
those products. 

Political Economy Studies 

A focus on the production of popular culture 
and the forces behind it is the topic of political 
economy studies, which specifically examine 
interconnections among economic interests, politi-
cal power, and how that power is used. Among 
the major concerns of political economy studies 
is the increasing conglomeration of media owner-

ship. The increasing concentratic';n of ownership means that the production of media content 
is being controlled by fewer and fewer organizations, investing those companies with more 
and more power. In addition, the domination of public discourse by for-profit corporations 
may mean that the bottom line for all public communication and popular culture is money, not 
democratic expression. 
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Political economy studies work best when combined with textual analysis and audience 
studies, which provide context for understanding t�e cultural content of a media product, its 
production process, and how the audience responds. For example, a major media corporation 
may, for commercial reasons, create a film and market it through a number of venues (political 
economy), but the film's meaning or popularity makes sense only within the historical and nar
rative contexts of the culture (textual analysis), and it may be interpreted by various audiences 
in ways both anticipated and unexpected (audience studies). 
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