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Media and Public Opinion


The media is considered one of the most powerful sources of providing information to the people. Today the media reaches over 100 million people a day worldwide (Scheufele, D.A., Shanahan, J., & Sei-hill, K. 2002). It has even been described as having enough impact to set the public agenda each day. The media’s tremendous audience and its impact have been able to shape public opinion, infiltrate child development, and effect elections. Whether it is newspapers, radio shows, or television, the media will find a way to tell the public their stories.  The technology that has come about over the years has made it easier for the media to convey information. From the World Trade Center disaster to presidential scandals the media has been there to report. The question arises, does this simple act of turning on the television, reading the newspaper, or listening to the radio do more than just inform, and it’s possible that the media affects society on a greater scale?


Over the years the media has made it possible to influence our everyday life. In terms of public opinion, which is said to be the voice of the people, the media has been able to put its own opinion and presume society as a whole feels the same way. This is done to the public because they tend to pay little attention to the news and often forget what is heard or read.  Many others focus in on media sources they already agree with and perceive news in the way they want to view it. They see what they want and filter out the rest. The public’s attention rarely focuses on a single concern for a long time due to the fact boredom with a particular topic sets in, In his 1972 article, Up and Down with Ecology the "Issue-Attention Cycle,” Anthony Downs suggests that all issues go through a five-stage cycle. In the "preproblem stage," a problematic issue has been identified by experts or interest groups, but has yet been brought to the attention of the public. Unfolding events, such as a news broadcast, lead the public to become aware of the issue in the "alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm stage." Associated with this exposure are thoughts about society's ability to deal with the issue. Politicians and the public become aware of the costs involved in dealing with the concern during the "realizing the cost of significant progress stage." Declining interest and public boredom sets in during the "gradual decline of public interest stage," either the issue appears too overwhelming to deal with or solutions are found. This stage can also be seen as a way to blame others, or hope the current issue will just disappear. Finally, in the "postproblem stage," the issue enters an area of partial attention. Paying little attention to an issue makes it more susceptible to recur. Some may argue, “public debate should be broader, deeper, and bolder in questioning fundamental assumptions and canvassing radical shifts in our priorities and way of life” (Eckersley, 1996, para. 10).


Another way that media influences the public, is the amount of violence shown in television programs. With reference to the children of America, the media statistically is involved with shaping their lives. Children watch and average of 3 to 4 hours of television a day (AACAP, 2001, para. 1). That means a child spends more time watching television than engaging in any other activity. According to The National Television Violence Study done in 1994-1995, “18 percent of public broadcasting, 85 percent of premium cable programming, and 44 percent of broadcasting networks contained violence” (1994-1995, Key Findings section, para. 7). The study has also found that only “4 percent of violent programs emphasized non-violent themes” (1994-1995, Key Findings, para. 5). By watching such programs, viewers learning to behave violently, becoming more desensitized to violence, and becoming more fearful of being attacked. Some argue that the rise of violence is due overcrowding, poverty, hunger, joblessness and drug addiction. But the don’t deny the involvement of the media. It would seem beneficial for the parent of the child to regulate the amount of time spent watching, help the child select appropriate programs, establish guidelines of appropriate times, and oversee types of programs being watched. The images seen by children on the television carry on with them into their later years.  Constant repetition of violent acts being carried out before their eyes can only act as a catalyst in under-development. 


The media is an essential tool during democratic elections. A democratic election is not only about majority rule, but also the voters should be able to have an abundance of information about the candidates, the parties, and polices. There would seem no better way to inform voters than by implementing the television media. Although many candidates use television to their advantage, some use its power may be misused to discredit, or criticizes there opponents rather than promote their own ideas.  Jill Buckley, a democratic consultant, says, “people hate negative advertising, but it works. They hate it and they remember it at the same time…With negative, the polls will move in three to four days” (Thurber, J., Nelson, C., Dulio, D., 2000, p. 13). In the United States, there is a minimal restriction put on the media during election times. . Government uses propaganda in the mass media as a way of engineering a political guideline by managing public opinion, and adhering to the current trends expressed by the public. Knowing that, are we getting to see the real side of the person we are voting for or is he or she just trying to pacify the public? 



Society has been affected and will continue to be affected not only by television but the overall media. To some, television media is a constant form of entertainment and occasionally an average source of news. However, television media has been blamed for much of society’s flaws because of the amount of violence seen. It is said that most people find the television the quickest, easiest, and most pleasant way for them to stay on top of current political information. Humans are biologically designed to understand things better when they hear sound patterns and are visually stimulated (Ochs, 1994). Much like providing a visual aid during an oral report, the television offers a means of reinforcing information perceived. That just may be the reason the television is the number one source for information. 


Advertisement media’s first preference is to generate as large an audience as possible. Just as businesses must cater to consumer preferences in producing goods and services, advertisers need to cater to the public preferences to gain exposure for their ads and products. Current media trends in advertising tend to glorify healthy, slim, bodies in order to sell their products, as seen on commercials and billboards. The over glorification of “beautiful people” in product sales, may cause damaging effects to the public, especially younger adolescents (http://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org). One such negative effects is Anorexia and Bulimia, both are serious illnesses, which involve compulsive, sometime life threatening behaviors.



Internet media sources of information tend to hold less validity than its counterparts. The fact that there are typically no restrictions on the Internet, just about anyone can publish a web page. This leaves a large margin open to errors in reporting, such as falsifying information, reporting biased information, and the fact that many web pages lack credibility. Many professors at universities and colleges recommend seeking additional information by finding credible pages, such as scholarly journals where professional journalists wrote the articles. Another recommendation is to use web pages that are accepted as a trusted source of media.


The media has and will be around for a long time. From public opinions, to presidential elections the media’s “arms” will always be in reach of the public. With current technologies constantly improving, there will be new forms of media over the years. As the public, we are considered to have a voice, in a sense it is our duty to speak up and deal with issues. 

