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influence throughout the century)
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The theory of media almightiness was developed long before radio and later television emerged as powerful media
tools. Scientific study of media influence began in the 1920s. Both scholars and society believed that mass media
had a strong influence on shaping the conduct, views, and beliefs of the audience. This concept of media influence
is known as the “Magic Bullet” theory.

Empirical studies in the last century revealed that the impact of mass media is not as potent as initially anticipated.
Media can have both weak and strong effects simultaneously; this means that media influence is selective. During
the third stage of studying media influence in the 1960s and 1970s, with the rise of television as a powerful medium,
the focus once again shifted towards the concept of strong media impact.

The new phase of media influence, the Constructivist model, emerged in the 1990s. This model argues that media
constructs reality, while the media audience decides whether to accept or share the media's viewpoint.

Theories related to media influence explore both the impact of media on the audience (such as priming theory and
cultivation theory) and the criteria for selecting, sorting, and filtering information to be delivered to the audience.
In the contemporary stage, these processes are vividly conceptualized in the theories of Framing and Gatekeeping
(Filter theary). Together with numerous other theories and concepts, these are somewhat accumulated in the media
Agenda Setting theory. However, it should be noted that in the global information regime, the massive audience
of mass media is becoming extensively segmented. The audience is no longer a passive object but has become an
interactive subject. Media scholars now highlight that media influence theories are gradually losing their potency.
Therefore, there is a growing need to develop a new, aggregated theory that unites all classical approaches while
considering the specifics of communication in the internet age.

n the scientific, academic, and popular literature relat-
ed to media influence/effects, there is such a variety
and diversity of theories and concepts that a “modest
format” such as this article cannot even list, review, and
define them. The goal of the following conference note
is to briefly review the origin, essence, and interrelation-
ship of the well-known theories and hypotheses of me-
dia influence.

The theory of media almightiness was established
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before radio and later television became powerful infor-
mation means. The scientific study of media influence
began in the 1920s; at the beginning of the 20" century,
social scientists and society believed that the influential
press of the time (large-circulation newspapers) was a
powerful weapon capable of controlling and managing
the thoughts and behaviors of the members of the mass
society. This unified view on the influence of mass com-
munication was later named the theory of the “Magic
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bullet”/“Magic syringe,” reflecting the main views on the
new industrial society.'

According to this theory, everyone who received the
media message would instantly come under a unified
influence. The mass propaganda information campaigns
that started during the First World War further strength-
ened this attitude. American sociologist Harold Lass-
well, combining sociological and psychological research
methods innovatively, studied and analyzed the methods
and tools of effective informational influence on public
opinion using the example of the First World War. His
classic work “Propaganda Technique in the World War”
(1927) is considered the foundation of mass communica-
tion theory, and Lasswell is often referred to as the key
figure of the first phase of media effect research.

The second phase, the second stage of studying
media influence, in mass communication theory is dis-
tinguished by more complex and diverse methods of
research, studies, and experiments, which increasingly
question the theory of powerful media influence.

Empirical research in the mid-20" century estab-
lished that the impact of mass media is not as strong
as believed; media can have both weak and strong in-
fluence at the same time; media influence is selective.
The study by American sociologists Paul Lazarsfeld,
Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet, conducted in 1940
to study the impact of mass communication on voters’
decisions in presidential elections, remains relevant in
academic literature. The research considered a landmark
in mass communication studies due to its scale and re-
fined methodology, “destroyed the old theory of universal
media influence and established a new interpretation of
media: ‘media has a selective and minimal influence on
people and is not the only, but one of the means of influ-
encing people”.?

In the third stage of studying media influence - in the
60s-70s, following the transformation of television into a
powerful media mean, researchers returned to the con-
cept of strong media influence. Based on the theories of
Lasswell and his contemporaries, there was a renewed
focus on thoroughly researching media as an instrument
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of long-term influence on public opinion. One of the re-
searchers of this phase was Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann
(who later developed the “Spiral of Silence” theory), ad-
vocating for a return to the concept of “powerful mass
communication means,” made possible by the limitless
expansion of television capabilities. The research meth-
ods were mainly directed towards studying the long-
term, cumulative impact of mass media.®

The new phase of media influence - the Construc-
tivist model - begins in the 1990s and implies that me-
dia constructs reality, while the media audience decides
whether to accept/share the media viewpoint.

The theories related to media influence, on one hand,
reflect the psychological aspects of media influence on
the audience (priming theory, cultivation hypothesis,
etc.), and on the other hand, study the criteria for select-
ing, sorting, arranging, and filtering information/news to
be delivered to the audience. At the contemporary stage,
these processes are most vividly conceptualized in the
theories of Framing and Gatekeeping (“Filter theory”),
which, together with numerous other theories and con-
cepts, are somewhat accumulated in the “Agenda Set-
ting” - media agenda setting theory.

Authors of the media influence textbook, D. Bryant
and S. Thompson,* distinguish, on one hand, the histor-
ical method in the process of studying media influence,
which differs from other research methods and implies
the accumulation and study of a “critical mass” of facts
related to certain influences and cause-and-effect rela-
tionships of mass media. This is particularly relevant in
cases where mass media users react sharply to alarm-
ing, fear-inducing, and panic-causing materials spread
by the media; also, the human anxiety accompanying
new media technologies. Recall that the discussion on
media influence began from the moment of Gutenberg’s
printing press. Niklas Luhmann and Umberto Eco, in their
essays, point to the fears and suspicions accompanying
each new dominant form of communication.

On the other hand, Bryant and Thompson consider
the study of the media influence phenomenon from so-
ciological and psychological aspects, with appropriate
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research methods, starting from the “bullet” or “syringe”
theory and W. Lippmann’s foundational work “Public
Opinion” (1922), which is also called the “starting book”
of mass communication scientific research, including
meta-analysis, which has played a significant role in the
complex generalization of various directions of media in-
fluence research recently.

In studying the impact of mass media using psychol-
ogy, social anthropology, and sociology methods, the
theoretical basis is the social-cognitive theory, found-
ed by American sociologist Albert Bandura. His experi-
ments, known as the Bobo doll experiments, showed that
children imitated aggressive actions seen on television,
not by direct command, but by directly replicating the
observed behavior. Bandura’s social learning theory ex-
plains behavior by studying the process of interaction of
cognitive factors, behavioral factors, and environmental
factors. Many films and programs excite viewers. Such
influence of cinema and television can be prolonged. The
viewer’s fear reaction, sympathy or antipathy towards
characters, and habits copied from them may become
lasting.

A popular direction in the scientific study of media
influence is priming, i.e., the preliminary preparation of
the mass media audience. The priming effect in psychol-
ogy implies the influence of prior context on the speed
of perception and cognition. The priming effect occurs
when mass information activates previously acquired
concepts, acquired knowledge, or thoughts in the audi-
ence’s cognition that are related to the new informa-
tion’s content. Information received while watching tel-
evision or reading a newspaper activates or stimulates
certain “wires” in the human brain. An individual’s mem-
ory activates certain thoughts or feelings and associates
them with new information. These thoughts and ideas
can stimulate other related thoughts and ideas and influ-
ence human behavior.

The priority of news impact—according to this theory,
the priority of news impact is evident only when there
is an opportunity to evaluate public opinion on a certain
issue before and after its coverage by mass information
means. Initially, when studying this phenomenon, the
impact of reports covering current events on the audi-
ence’s worldview was studied. In recent years, the scope
of research has expanded, and researchers are trying
to answer the question—who determines the priority of
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news. Controlling the flow of information is a key func-
tion of newsmakers, a process studied and reflected in
the above-mentioned theories of Framing and Gatekeep-
ing (“Filter theory”).

The framing method indeed frames the structure of
the central idea, which should ensure the concentration
of the aspects of reality to be delivered to the audience
and cover the remaining aspects. This method is suc-
cessfully used to create the desired political discourse
(and not only!). Experiments show how such processing
of information affects the audience’s decision-making
process; for example, people take risks when “loss” fig-
ures in the information but refrain from risk when the
same information is presented in the context of “gain.”

Gatekeeping is one of the tools for filtering and con-
trolling information. The “filter,” as a means of editing
information, on one hand, is the path that information
passes through in the process of acquisition, processing,
and dissemination through media channels, but under
different media regimes, it can become a mechanism of
self-censorship, expression of ruling political power, var-
ious influence agents, economic interest, etc.

The concept of the mass media agenda is associated
with researchers Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw,
who formulated it as a hypothesis (“The Agenda-Setting
Function of Mass Media,” 1972), later known as the me-
dia agenda-setting theory. Which story should pass the
“border control,” how it should be framed, where and
how it should be placed, more or less importance should
be given—these and many other factors form the media
agenda and significantly determine the impact of infor-
mation on the audience.

Alongside these relevant theories and hypotheses
of media influence, there are many more or less popular
and studied theories that | can only list in this article:
cultivation hypothesis, diffusion of innovations theory,
uses and gratifications theory, third-person effect, active
audience theory, symbolic convergence theory, etc.

In the global information regime, the mass audience
of mass media is becoming more segmented, no longer
a passive object but an interactive subject, and media
researchers are already emphasizing that existing theo-
ries of media influence are gradually losing strength. Ac-
cordingly, the issue arises to create a new, aggregated
theory that will unite all classical approaches and, at the
same time, consider the specifics of communication in
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the internet era.

In the era of Web 2.0, media influence, of course,
requires the formation of new approaches, but despite
significant qualitative changes, several essential factors
established in studying the impact of traditional media
remain in effect. The two-step flow of communication
model, established by P. Lazarsfeld and E. Katz in the
1950s, implies that mass media first transmit their mes-
sage to opinion leaders, who, in turn, disseminate it to
people within their sphere of influence with their inter-
pretation. This model remains relevant in the case of so-
cial networks: information interpreted and disseminated
by opinion leaders has a significant impact on passive us-
ers of social networks. Considering the complex structure
of social networks, researchers are already talking about
multi-step flows of information, where closely connected
users play a significant role in the process of information
exchange, and in this case, opinion leaders gain special
importance in the exchange of information flows. French
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more and more marginal, with users uniting around the
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the tendency of audience segmentation and individuali-
zation is developing faster and more polarized than could
have been imagined two decades ago. The study of such
paradoxes of the media audience of the global informa-
tion society (which is not only a “Georgian exception”) is
a new challenge for media influence researchers.
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