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of view of a sender trying to have an effect on the receiver. 
Media scholar Denis McQuail lays out three contemporary 
models that help us answer three different questions about 
the nature of mass communication25 (see Table 1.1):

Ritual Model.  Whereas the transmission model looks 
at how a message is sent, the ritual model puts audience 
members at the center of the equation. The ritual model 
looks at how and why audience members (receivers) con-
sume media messages. This model suggests that we watch 
a program such as The Voice not so much to learn about 
aspiring singers or to receive advertising messages, but 
rather to interact in a shared ritual with family and friends. 
This ritual is then extended through television to other 
groups of people all across the United States. Media con-
sumption thus goes beyond simply delivering messages and 

becomes a shared experience that 
brings us together as a people. 

For example, when news 
broke that Osama bin 

Laden had been killed on 
May 1, 2011, Twitter set 
what was then a record 
for sustained number 
of tweets being sent, 
with an average of 
3,440 tweets per second 

between 10:45 p.m. and 
12:30 a.m. Eastern Time. 

The tweeting peaked at  
11 p.m. ET with 5,106 tweets 

per second. Audience members 

were obviously not just passively watching and reading the 
news; they were actively responding to it.26

Publicity Model.  Sometimes media messages are not try-
ing to convey specific information as much as they are trying 
to draw attention to a particular person, group, or concept. 
According to the publicity model, the mere fact that a topic is 
covered by the media can make the topic important, regardless 
of what is said about it. For example, when Janet Jackson dis-
played her breast for 9/16ths of a second during the 2004 
Super Bowl, there were all sorts of charges that broadcast net-
work CBS was lowering the moral standards of America’s 
young people. The major effect of Jackson’s stunt was that the 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) adopted 
increasingly strict rules on broadcast decency. As a result, at 
least twenty ABC affiliates refused to air the World War II 
movie Saving Private Ryan the following November for fear 
that they would be fined for all the bad language contained in 
the movie. Concerns about changing television standards had 
existed for several years prior to Jackson flashing Super Bowl 
viewers, but the attention Jackson brought to the issue put 
broadcast decency in the limelight.27

Reception Model.  The reception model moves us out 
of the realm of social science analysis and into the world of 
critical theory. Instead of looking at how messages affect 
audiences or are used by the senders or receivers, the recep-
tion model looks at how audience members derive and cre-
ate meaning out of media content. Rather than seeing 
content as having an intended, fixed meaning, the recep-
tion model says that each receiver decodes the message 
based on his or her own unique experiences, feelings, and 
beliefs. You can take a single news story and show it to 
liberal and conservative observers, and both will claim that 
it is biased against their point of view. In fact, a 1982 study 
showed the more that journalists tried to present multiple 
sides of an issue, the more partisans on either side of the 
issue viewed the story as biased.28

Evolution of the Media World 
Where did our media world come from? Is it just a prod-

uct of the late twentieth century with its constant flow of 

ritual model: A model of the mass communication process that treats 
media use as an interactive ritual engaged in by audience members. It 
looks at how and why audience members (receivers) consume media 
messages.

publicity model: A model of the mass communication process that 
looks at how media attention can make a person, concept, or thing 
become important, regardless of what is said about it.

reception model: A critical theory model of the mass communication 
process that looks at how audience members derive and create meaning 
out of media content as they decode the messages.

Q
ue

stioning the MediaAre 
you a media 

multitasker? Do you watch a 
single program from beginning to 

end, flip from channel to channel looking 
for something interesting, or watch two 
shows at once? Do you go online to chat 

about the show as you watch it? Could you 
even watch a single show from beginning 

to end without any other media? How 
does media multitasking enhance 

your experience?

Web 1.5: Dealing with FCC decency rules in the years 
since Janet Jackson’s wardrobe malfunction.
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Models
Orientation of 
Sender Orientation of Receiver

Transmission 
Model

Transfer of 
meaning

Cognitive processing

Ritual Model Performance Shared experience

Publicity 
Model

Competitive 
display

Attention-giving 
spectatorship

Reception 
Model

Preferential 
encoding

Differential decoding/
construction of 
meaning

Table 1.1  Mass Communication Models


