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The mass media play a large role in shaping public agendas by influencing what 
people think about (Shaw and McCombs 1997) and, ultimately, what people consider 
a social problem (Altheide 1997). David Altheide (1997) describes the news media 
as part of the “problem-generating machine” produced by an entertainment-orient-
ed media industry. The news informs the public, but its message is also intended to 
serve as entertainment, an opportunity for voyeurism, and a “quick fix” rather than 
providing an understanding of the underlying social causes of the problem.

Altheide (1997) argues that the fear pervasive in American society is mostly 
produced through messages presented by the news media. The disproportionate 
coverage of crime and violence in the news media affects readers and viewers 
(Glassner 1997). Despite evidence that Americans have a comparative advantage 
in regard to diseases, accidents, nutrition, medical care, and life expectancy, Amer-
ican women and men perceive themselves to be at greater risk than do their coun-
terparts elsewhere and express fears about this (Altheide 1997). In a national poll, 
respondents were asked why they believe the country has a serious crime problem. 
About 76% said they had seen serious crime in the media, whereas only 22% said 
they had had a personal experience with crime (Glassner 1997). In a study of 56 
local news programs, crime was the most prominently featured subject, account-
ing for more than 75% of all news coverage in some cities (Klite, Bardwell, and 
Salzman 1997).

For a summary of sociological perspectives, see Table 11.2.

Functional Conflict/Feminist Interactionist

Explanation of the 
media and social 
problems 

Functionalists examine 
the structural relationship 
between the media and 
other social institutions.

Sociologists using this 
perspective also examine 
the functions and 
dysfunctions of the media.

Conflict theorists focus on 
the media and how their 
messages are controlled by 
an elite group.

Feminist theorists address 
how the media use 
stereotypes disparaging 
women and minorities or 
completely exclude them 
from media images.

From this perspective, 
sociologists investigate 
how the media define our 
social reality. 

Questions asked about 
the media 

How do other institutions 
affect the media and their 
content?

What functions do the 
media serve in society?

What are their dysfunctions?

Who owns the media?

How are the media’s 
messages manipulated?

What images of women and 
minorities are presented by 
the media?

How do the media define 
what is newsworthy?

How do the media define 
the public agenda?

How do the media define 
what we believe is a social 
problem?

Table 11.2  Summary of sociological perspectives: The media


