
ORIG INAL ARTICLE

Critical Media Effects Framework: Bridging
Critical Cultural Communication and Media
Effects through Power, Intersectionality,
Context, and Agency
Srividya Ramasubramanian 1 & Omotayo O. Banjo2

1 Department of Communication, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX, USA

2 Department of Communication, University of Cincinnati, Cincinnati, OH, USA

In this essay, we advance the Critical Media Effects (CME) framework as a way of
bridging two major subfields of communication that seldom speak to one another:
media effects scholarship and critical cultural communication. Critical Media Effects
is situated within the dominant mode of social scientific theorizing within media
effects scholarship and draws on four key interrelated concepts from critical cultural
communication: power, intersectionality, context, and agency. Critical Media Effects
advocates for greater reflexivity, rigor, and nuance in theorizing about media effects
to better respond to the complexity and dynamicity of emerging global sociopolitical
mediated contexts. Recommendations, salient examples, and future directions for co-
creating a shared research roadmap for CME are discussed. Through this work of
bridging, we hope to promote more collaborative partnerships, productive engage-
ment, and mutual solidarity across these two important subfields to address the most
pressing social issues and challenges of the world today.
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For about 50 years, tensions between critical cultural and social psychological
approaches to studying the relationship between media and audiences has persisted,
and in some cases has fueled volatile debates between scholars of these two different
paradigms (Fink & Gantz, 1996, Morgan, 2007; Splichal & Mance, 2018). As critical
social scientists who are trained in the media effects tradition and who study
identity-related questions, we have found ourselves often caught up in methodologi-
cal polarization and theoretical divides about ontological and epistemological
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differences that do not completely speak to our lived experiences. The multi-device,
multi-platform, multiple-media environment that many media users inhabit today
as digital natives means that basic conceptual definitions such as media, audience,
and effects are in flux. Within the context of the evolving COVID-19 pandemic, so-
cial inequalities, rising populist fascist rhetoric, climate change emergency, rampant
misinformation, and vitriolic online environments, it is important to interrogate
how communication scholarship continues to stay relevant. As media landscapes
become more dynamic, audiences become more complex, and sociopolitical con-
texts evolve rapidly, we advocate for media effects research to take a multi-
perspectival approach to effectively address the most pressing research issues of to-
day by drawing from subfields such as critical cultural communication.

Critical cultural communication and media effects scholarship are not necessar-
ily opposing concepts and frameworks; each approach just answers different ques-
tions. Critical cultural approaches to media interrogate questions related to systemic
power in media ownership, representations, and audience reception. Media effects
scholarship typically uses quantitative methods to investigate the nature of media
content and its impact on individual attitudes and behaviors as well as intergroup
relationships. While media effects scholarship emphasizes issues such as objectivity,
categorization, and generalizability, critical cultural communication focuses more
on issues of power, positionality, and systemic inequalities. As Splichal and Mance
(2018) state, “While critical theory and positivism are definitely opposed conceptual
frameworks, critical theory and empirical research per se are not. One can combine
them rather than endorse one of them against the other” (p. 233). The current silen-
ces, siloed thinking, and serious gaps between these subfields are detrimental to
meaningfully theorizing about the new media environments, new generation of me-
dia prosumers, and new set of emerging sociopolitical challenges today. It is impor-
tant for media effects theorizing to go beyond the individual to also consider how
structural, institutional, and societal influences shape media experiences. Similarly,
critical communication scholars could benefit from empirical, evidence-based sup-
port to help nuance theoretical mechanisms.

Almost a decade ago, Meyrowitz (2008) argued for combining critical/cultural
studies and medium theory to provide a more holistic view of how media consumers
interact with the media. Other scholars have used the term quantitative criticalists
to describe scholars who use quantitative data to shed light on the structures and
factors that lead to inequalities and injustices (McLaren, 2017; Stage & Wells, 2014).
Additionally, they might “also question measures and analytic practices used in
quantitative research, to ensure that they adequately represent circumstances and
contexts, and do not themselves inadvertently perpetuate exclusion and hierarchy”
(McLaren, 2017, p. 391). Emerging areas such as data activism and critical big data
studies are examples of how empirical research could be connected with social jus-
tice in meaningful ways (Milan & van der Velden, 2016). Some examples are Data 4
Black Lives, a collective of social scientists and critical scholars that uses data scien-
ces to bring measurable positive outcomes for Black people and the Resource Center
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for Minority Data at the University of Michigan that codesigns studies with commu-
nities of color.

The purpose of this article is to create the much-needed space to open up impor-
tant dialogs between these two subfields to ask socially relevant research questions
relating to media impacts and use multiple approaches to address them at the indi-
vidual, intergroup, organizational, community, and global levels. Beyond a generic
call for greater cross-area partnerships, we propose a Critical Media Effects (CME)
framework as a starting point for co-creating a research roadmap for facilitating this
bridging in meaningful and effective ways.

The Case for Critical Media Effects

The word “critical” means: (a) consisting of criticism, (b) exercising or involving
careful judgment or judicious evaluation of, (c) relating to, or being a turning point
or specially important juncture, (d) indispensable, vital, and (e) of sufficient size to
sustain a chain reaction. In this essay, we use “critical” to imply all these meanings
in advocating for a CME perspective: as a critique of existing literature, to bring at-
tention to an urgent imperative for a critical turn in media effects research, and with
the hope of starting a ripple effect.

Although working class women of color possibly form the majority of the
world’s population, much of communication scholarship has been conducted within
Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) nations (Afifi &
Cornejo, in press; Alper, Katz, & Clark, 2016; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan,
2010). The popular theories, canonical texts, and mainstream journal publications
within media effects scholarship have historically been developed and framed within
white U.S.-centric ableist heteronormative male contexts without interrogating how
these choices might limit theorizing. What is considered normal within media
effects scholarship could be a skewed version of reality based on limited samples
and the researchers’ own worldviews. By excluding non-Western or non-white per-
spectives, media effects scholars assume Eurocentric views as universal (which viola-
tes a significant tenet of theory building), dismiss the culturally distinctive
experience of other audience members, and inadvertently participate in a form of
symbolic annihilation. Even when there are attempts to go beyond the United
States, media imperialism and Eurocentrism are often reinforced by centering schol-
arship from dominant groups in Western European nations with long histories of
colonization in the Global South and discriminatory policies against minoritized
groups.

Research on media effects scholarship is often examined at the individual level.
In fact, media effects scholarship is often equated with media psychology today,
which leads to an emphasis on the individual psyche while largely neglecting social,
cultural, political, economic and other macro factors that shape media effects.
Although the notion that media can have uniform, direct, and powerful effects on
all viewers has largely been rejected, research on conditional media effects have
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focused on individual-level differences based on biological, psychological, and per-
sonality factors such as sensation-seeking, arousal, need for cognition, perspective
taking, authoritarianism, and moral dispositions (Oliver, 2002). Although there is
certainly merit to individual differences, media effects scholarship ought to contend
with systemic, structural, and institutional inequalities, which play a role in shaping
media outcomes.

Even when theories such as agenda setting, social cognitive theory, and social
identity theory go beyond individual differences to include intergroup relations,
they do not engage with these concepts from a critical cultural perspective by con-
sidering structural hierarchies. For instance, we note that intergroup processes
within media effects scholarship often simply designate groups as “ingroups” and
“outgroups” without explicitly acknowledging power relations between majority–
minority groups. For example, Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979),
a popular theory to study intergroup relations, posits that people, motivated to see
themselves positively, evaluate themselves and the groups to which they belong
more favorably than socially distant ones or out-groups. However, it does not ade-
quately account for the role that hierarchical structure plays in motivations for an
individual’s need to belong and thus neglects the degree to which individuals’ social
location within a social system shapes media experience. Self-Categorization Theory
comes close to addressing individuals as members of a social system but its empha-
sis is largely on cognitive grouping of identities and the circumstantial salience
which prime different aspects of the social self (Turner & Reynolds, 2011).

Another concern within traditional media effects scholarship is that media pat-
terns among majority groups are assumed to be normative and those of minoritized
groups are narrowly defined as negative, abnormal, problematic, and even patholog-
ical. For instance, it is common for media content, use, and outcomes to be defined
and framed as negative, violent, or excessive by researchers with little or no involve-
ment with communities that are being studied. This gap between the researcher and
the researched shapes how research problems are defined and what solutions are
proposed within media effects. Even when positive and pro-social media effects
such as elevation, empathy, and inspiration have been examined (Oliver & Raney,
2011), these effects have been explained within dominant mainstream groups, which
leads to the question, “Positive effects for whom?” Given the power differences
among minoritized and majority groups, it is crucial, then, that so-called positive
media effects are inclusive and take power into consideration by asking “Who gets
to feel positive about whom and why?”

Even when media effects scholarship does focus on minoritized media experien-
ces, it does so through mono-categorical theorizing, which refers to using a single
identity lens to understand, describe, and explain how identities shape experiences
(Collins & Bilge, 2016; Goff & Kahn, 2013). Multiple stigmatizations and layered
intersectional oppressions are not considered in understanding media outcomes.
For instance, within media violence scholarship, which is arguably one of the most
well-researched media topics, perpetrator–victim analysis is often limited to using
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gender-only or race-only identities. Intersectional erasures, even if not intentional,
can have significant implications for research design, methods, and theorizing.

Critical Media Effects: Intellectual Foundations

We propose the CME framework to address some of the shortcomings outlined
thus far and to facilitate a more nuanced approach to theorizing within media
effects scholarship. This framework provides concrete analytical and conceptual
tools on how to systematically and intentionally incorporate critical theory into me-
dia effects scholarship. It considers the most pressing socially-relevant problems of
our times, how to better amplify the voices of those at the margins of society, and
how media can serve as a tool for undoing systemic inequalities. It examines, vali-
dates, and affirms marginalized perspectives, including non-white, queer, feminist,
postcolonial, poor, indigenous, and other minoritized ones.

In conceptualizing CME, we draw on foundational work from critical cultural
scholarship, which is informed and influenced by feminist, critical race, queer,
Marxist, and postcolonial approaches, to argue that media effects scholarship needs
to go beyond traditional modes of theorizing to pay more attention to notions of
power and structural inequities. Although communication scholars in other subar-
eas have bridged critical theory with subfields such as health communication
(Dutta, 2010, 2018), organizational communication (Mumby, 2013), technology
studies (Bakardjieva & Gehl, 2017), family communication (Soliz & Phillips, 2018)
and interpersonal communication (Afifi & Cornejo, in press), the value added by
this article is creating a framework specific to media effects, which has largely fo-
cused on individual-level effects using a post-positivist paradigm. Here we acknowl-
edge the pioneering scholarship on media and identity, which has laid the
groundwork for and is foundational for the framework we have proposed
(Armstrong, Neuendorf, & Brentar, 1992; Oliver, 1996).

The Critical Media Effects Framework: Roadmap, Central Pillars, and
Salient Examples

The CME framework applies four interrelated concepts—power, intersectionality,
context, and agency—from critical cultural communication to media effects scholar-
ship. These concepts serve as central pillars and support structures upon which the
bridging across subfields becomes possible. This is not to say that these are the only
key concepts to advance CME scholarship but we believe these are the most crucial
and central concepts that should be considered. Power addresses the hierarchical
relationships and structural inequalities between dominant groups and subordinated
groups that are marginalized, including within media effects scholarship.
Intersectionality challenges mono-categorical theorizing within media effects re-
search by acknowledging overlapping and mutually constructed intersectional iden-
tities. Context explores the degree to which media effects research accounts for the

S. Ramasubramanian & O. O. Banjo Critical Media Effects

Journal of Communication 0 (2020) 1–22 5

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/joc/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaa014/5847669 by guest on 02 June 2020



dynamicity of sociocultural political factors which impact the media experiences.
And finally, agency accounts for the active role that media users can play in their
media use in participatory and counter-hegemonic ways.

Below, we discuss how each pillar relates to CME, highlight salient examples and
best practices (from areas such as critical/cultural studies, psychology, sociology,
feminist studies, critical race theory, postcolonial studies, critical disability studies,
indigenous studies, political economy, and neo-Marxism) as starting points to illus-
trate, broaden, and build upon existing media effects scholarship. The CME frame-
work provides scholars with a toolkit of shared language, central concepts, and
theoretical tools to converse and collaborate together.

Power and Critical Media Effects
The CME framework considers the ways in which dominant ideological structures
frame users, problems, and solutions within traditional media effects. The question
of how knowledge, including about media use and effects, is defined, produced, and
distributed in myopic ways along asymmetric power relations across groups is at the
core of examining power within CME. For example, Dutta (2010, 2018) has applied
the notions of power to critical health communication by taking a culture-centered
approach that analyzes structure, agency, and culture in resisting health inequalities.
This approach emphasizes solidarity, reflexivity, and praxis. Similarly, the CME ap-
proach challenges the erasures of marginalized voices in the formation of research
questions, methods, theories, and initiatives related to media.

Interrupting the existing structures of knowledge production within the domi-
nant post-positivist paradigm of media effects scholarship means questioning uni-
versalist and essentialist assumptions about media users and their impacts. Critical
interrogation of issues of power also allows for the cocreation of knowledge with
and by media users, with an emphasis on users’ agency and voice. Such theorizing
turns the lens back on the assumptions of post-positivism that often ends up unin-
tentionally reinforcing media inequalities rather than explicitly making space for so-
cial justice issues and alternative knowledge structures.

CME argues that macrolevel structural institutional dynamics and policies are
just as important as microlevel individual behaviors and interpersonal dynamics in
understanding the role that power plays when examining media effects. Group
membership within a social system does not accurately capture oppressive societal
structures which inform an individual’s social experience, with implications for their
cognitions, attitudes, emotions, and behaviors. For instance, Hitlin, Scott Brown,
and Elder (2006) suggest that “development of a sense of racial self-categorization is
inherently social and occurs within racially structured, often discriminatory inter-
actions” (p. 1299). For example, in the context of Black women, bell hooks (2003)
has argued: “subordinates in relations of power learn experientially that there is a
critical gaze, one that looks to document and one that is oppositional” (p. 95).

The ontological assumptions of critical paradigms presuppose that what is struc-
tured does not exist in and of itself and is not merely determined by the individual
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but is shaped by systems and infrastructures that maintain status quo (Trepte &
Loy, 2017). For example, Neville, Lilly, Duran, Lee, & Browne (2000) Colorblind
Racial Attitude Scale goes beyond schematic processing of racial categories to incor-
porate beliefs related to institutional discrimination. Within health psychology,
Scheepers and Ellemers (2019) consider historical factors and structural limitations
such as medical exploitation of Black people and the practice of redlining and food
deserts in analyzing eating habits among various racial groups. Applying this ap-
proach to media effects, the CME framework considers the impact of power status
of institutionally disenfranchised persons by connecting individual media behaviors
with macrolevel systemic inequalities.

Another way in which CME scholarship incorporates power is by examining
media effects through the lens of political economy, neo-Marxism and postcolonial
critical perspectives (Fuchs & Mosco, 2015; Jin, 2006; Oh, 2018; Shome & Hegde,
2002). From the CME perspective, meaning construction and dominant discourses
are often shaped by powerful media institutions and members of society who hold
class privilege, political capital, and ideological influence (Fuchs & Mosco, 2015).
Disparities in media ownership and workforce are linked to media monopolization,
consolidation, and corporatization, which influence media representation, distribu-
tion, and reception processes (Casta~neda, Fuentes-Bautista, & Baruch, 2015). CME
scholarship takes power structures into consideration at the global, national, and lo-
cal levels by challenging “prevailing structures of domination [which] shape various
discourses of resistance” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1243). CME amplifies the voices of
communities that are marginalized within mainstream media. For example, scholars
have examined media-based collective action strategies to disrupt status quo hierar-
chies through Arab Spring and #BlackLivesMatter (Al-Azdee & Metzgar, 2018;
Sturm & Amer, 2013). Similarly, Wabwire (2013), Pavarala (2003) and
Ramasubramanian (2016) have examined the impact of media ownership on rural
Kenyan, Indian, and African-American contexts respectively.

Intersectionality and Critical Media Effects
What intersectionality adds to the CME framework is the insight that factors that
shape mediated experiences are coconstituted and are not mutually independent of
one another (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991). Social inequalities and power
dynamics intersect such that diverse identities such as race, gender, class, sexual ori-
entation, nationality, citizenship status, religion, and physical/mental abilities shape
everyday mediated experiences in complex ways. Intersectionality as a central node
of theorizing opens up important investigations about the intertwined, overlapping,
and sometimes contradictory ways in which various forms of inequalities influence
social hierarchies, which single-axis theorizing does not adequately account for
(Bowleg, 2008; Dubrow, 2008; Goff & Kahn, 2013; Remedios & Snyder, 2018).

Rather than look at each identity in isolation, the CME framework suggests that
research questions, methods, and analyses examine how multiple identities intersect
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in influencing mediated processes and effects (Dubrow, 2008; Else-Quest & Hyde,
2016). CME recognizes that using a race-only, gender-only, or class-only frame-
work, for instance, only partially advances knowledge and provides an incomplete
and inaccurate picture of mediated inequalities that characterize the lives of those
who are simultaneously experiencing racism, sexism, class exploitation, patriarchy,
homophobia, and other such oppressive systems. This is not to say that various axes
of identities are equally salient, weighted equally, or additive in how they influence
experiences (Bowleg, 2008; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016).

Intersectionality is not merely asking demographic questions, just like femi-
nist social sciences are much more than simply measuring gender or examining
gender differences. Rather, intersectionality and critical approaches address
various dimensions of experiences such as discrimination, stress, media access,
media representation, etc that are informed by multiple identities and power
hierarchies. These factors are considered simultaneously, with the emphasis on
the “and” and not the “or,” in order to account for a more comprehensive under-
standing of complex systems of multiple oppressions and privileges (Bowleg,
2008; Remedios & Snyder, 2018). What this means is that for intersectional
analyses, beyond the observed data, the media effects scholar also considers
the broader structural inequalities and socio-historic context within which the
data emerge. For example, Bowleg (2008) examines observed data within socio-
historic contexts by demonstrating how social systems of racism, sexism, and
homophobia are mutually constructed in shaping Black lesbians’ intersectional
economic inequalities.

A few studies have examined multiple identities such as LGB adolescents (Bond,
2018), colorism and gender (Dixon & Maddox, 2005), Muslim American youth
(Saleem & Ramasubramanian, 2019), low-income families (Behm-Morawitz, Miller,
& Lewallen, 2018), socioeconomic status and race (Taylor-Clark, Koh, & Viswanath,
2007), race and gender portrayals (Figueroa-Caballero, Mastro, & Stamps, 2019),
and ethnic marginalization of Native Americans (Kopacz & Lee Lawton, 2011).
However, they do not approach it through a critical lens by engaging with intersec-
tionality as a methodological tool or theoretical concept.

Critical social psychologists have started paving the way for incorporating
issues of intersectionality into measurement, research design, and data analyses,
that could serve as a possible starting point for media effects scholars to build
upon (Bowleg, 2008; Dubrow, 2008; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016; Goff & Kahn, 2013;
Remedios & Snyder, 2018). For instance, Garnett et al. (2014) have used Latent
Class Analysis (LCA) as an exploratory analytical tool to analyze co-occurring ad-
verse outcomes such as weight-based bullying, homophobia, and racism without
disentangling them by specific identity dimensions. Else-Quest and Hyde (2016)
provide specific guidelines such as distinguishing framing identities as person var-
iables or as stimulus variables, using within-group designs and between-group
comparisons, considering conceptual equivalence and measurement invariance,
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and using techniques such as statistical interactions and multi-level modeling to
incorporate intersectionality.

Context and Critical Media Effects
Much of the traditional media effects scholarship on context relates to examining
the effects of specific media genres such as sports, news, humor, or horror. There is
a need to go beyond these narrow definitions of context to consider how factors
such as social, cultural, political, and technological contexts shape media effects.
Medium theorists have argued for a level of analysis that emphasizes the characteris-
tics of a specific medium, suggesting that just as the characteristics of a landscape
shape the culture and develop human behavior associated with that region, the
features of a particular medium draw a particular audience with specific needs or
interests (Meyrowitz, 2008). Morah and Omojola’s (2018), for example, examine
how technological affordances of social media cultivate entrepreneurial audiences in
Nigeria.

Other media effects scholars have done work on user characteristics and contex-
tual factors (Chaffee, 1986; Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973; McGuire, 2004;
Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). For instance, Valkenburg and Peter (2013) have pro-
posed the differential media effects framework, which argues for more nuanced the-
orizing about differential effects on certain users. Similarly, Lee and Niederdeppe
(2011) have contextualized cultivation effects by genre and source of information
(overall versus local) on health beliefs. Such studies exemplify the need for nuanced
theorizing about context to better incorporate varying needs across communities.

Building on this existing body of work, the CME approach considers environ-
mental boundary constraints such as technological, social, political, and cultural
contexts; especially in terms of how they relate to issues of power, and has varying
implications for how we frame research questions and outcomes in studying media
impacts within various contexts. Social scientific philosophers like Popper (2005)
have argued that a goal of scientific inquiry should be to falsify (not prove) a gener-
alizing theory in order to identify the specificity needed to examine complex phe-
nomena. The CME perspective encourages media effects theories to be tested across
multiple contexts, content types, formats, and populations, especially emphasizing
historically marginalized ones, so that their generalizability, relevance, and applica-
bility can be ascertained.

It is important to consider the social characteristics of users by incorporating the
characteristics of the audience which is drawn by or avoids a particular medium.
Chiu, Gelfand, Yamagishi, Shteynberg, & Wan (2010), for example, proposed an in-
tersubjective approach to nonreductionist contemporary theories of psychology that
argue that “social behaviors invariably take place in relational contexts and should
be understood as responses to socially constructed meanings” (p. 483). The CME
approach considers the social and cultural locations of content creators within me-
dia effects. It acknowledges that much of entertainment consumption, especially in
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a hyper-digital era, is shared and is a social experience. A few media scholars have
incorporated context by studying social characteristics of media use and viewers’
responses (Banjo, 2013; Banjo et al., 2017), co-viewers’ gendered reactions to sexual
violence in film (Tal-Or & Tsfati, 2015), social connectedness via co-viewing
(Haridakis & Hanson, 2009), and social media context versus a physical viewing
context (Cohen & Lancaster, 2014).

Political contexts shape how media effects researchers formulate research ques-
tions, interpret data, and draw conclusions. For example, Rodrı́guez, Ferron, &
Shamas (2014) account for historical context and the political economy of informa-
tion in citizens’ media. Other scholars study the effects of political context on media
directly. Cho (2011), for instance, takes a multi-level approach by examining the
effect of local political information on local ad markets exemplifying the impact of
community characteristics on political behaviors. Current events and political
context can be used throughout all steps of the research process to generate
more nuanced results. Scholars have examined representations of sociopolitically
relevant groups such as immigrants (Mastro, 2019) or Muslims (Saleem &
Ramasubramanian, 2019) within the broader context of discriminatory public poli-
cies against these groups. Others such as Dal Yong Jin (2006), Fuchs and Mosco
(2015) and Rodrı́guez et al. (2014) push scholars to consider broader political eco-
nomic issues such as media imperialism and neoliberal cultural politics, especially in
terms of U.S. and European dominance in media environments, even as they engage
with rigorous microlevel studies that test specific hypotheses in controlled settings.

Perhaps the most significant context for our field to consider is that of culture.
Edward Said’s (1978) important work on Orientalism challenges scholars to con-
sider the imperialistic relationship between the West and the East and its role in
how we conduct research. For example, Cho and Han’s (2004) research revealed cul-
tural differences in third person effects where greater effects emerged among indi-
vidualistic samples compared to collectivistic cultures where the distance between
self and other is not as great. Kim, Seo, Yu, & Neuendorf (2014) find a preference
for positive affect for U.S. audiences and mixed affect responses among Korean
viewers, making room for new ways of theorizing media effects. Their work
challenges dominant arguments in favor of trait and affective state motivations for
entertainment selection by considering Buddhist inspired beliefs about hedonic
pleasure among East Asian audiences. Even within a specific geographical area, sub-
cultures can vary depending on power, status, and positionality. For instance, the
cultures of Tamil-Singaporeans, Afro-Latinx Haitians, Romani-Europeans, and
indigenous groups in Brazil are significantly distinct from mainstream cultures.
Several non-Western media are prime candidates for studies of transportation, em-
pathy and other emotion-oriented, affective and cognitive processing phenomena.
For example, films such as Straight Outta Compton can be used to study nostalgia,
The Best Man Holiday to examine interpersonal relationships or Crazy Rich Asians
to study perceptions of romance or mood regulation. Countries such as India and
Nigeria are among the biggest producers of films, those such as China, Japan, and
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Korea have millions of gamers, and nations like Mexico and Brazil have vast net-
works of television audiences whose perspectives could provide the opportunity to
explore culturally relevant effects which have often been overlooked within media
effects. These examples highlight the importance of situating media effects in eco-
logically valid ways that account for the sociocultural political contexts of individu-
als’ media experiences.

Agency and Critical Media Effects
Building on media effects approaches such as Uses and Gratifications and selective
information processing (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973; McGuire, 2004; Rubin,
2009), CME emphasizes being more user focused by incorporating user agency into
theories and applications of media effects. While these approaches define agency in
terms of active versus passive audience based on awareness of their relationship to
media, the CME approach goes beyond the active–passive binary to emphasize me-
dia users’ agency to create meaning and counter the hegemonic nature of main-
stream dominant media discourses from a critical cultural studies perspective
(Couldry, 2004; Hall, 1980). In today’s digital convergence culture of prosumption
where media users are both cocreators and consumers of content, effects scholarship
needs innovative ways of theorizing about user agency, especially including minori-
tized perspectives, by fully accounting for fandom, pleasure, participatory cultures,
engagement, and agentic media use (Couldry, 2004; Jenkins & Deuze, 2008).

Without taking a technologically optimistic celebratory view of media, CME
argues that dominant theorizing within media effects research tends to have focus ex-
cessively on harm, risk, and other negative effects, especially in terms of characterizing
media use of minoritized groups (Alper et al., 2016, Vickery, 2017). For example, ex-
cessive media use, say the use of selfies, is framed as addictive, psychologically harm-
ful, or narcissistic. Similarly, inoculation approaches to media literacy have been
critiqued as being too prescriptive in that such interventions are often designed to
“save” children from negative effects through positive role modeling without consid-
ering user-centered perspectives on media choice, use, and effects (Vickery, 2017).

The CME approach considers the hegemonic notions of what is considered high
versus low culture. Media behavior of media users from marginalized groups, in
particular, is examined through a deficit-based perspective of social deviance as
problems to be “fixed” (Alper et al., 2016). For instance, content such as hip hop has
been framed as violent or using “improper” English rather than examining the cul-
tural context within which it emerged as a way of “talking B(l)ack.” Similarly, stud-
ies of effects of erotic media content, social media consumption, reality TV, and
soap operas are often assumed to be “trashy,” judged as low culture or assumed to
have harmful effects. The CME approach does not take an essentialist view of social
differences. Difference is seen as an asset or an opportunity, and not as a problem to
be fixed. It challenges what it is “normal” media use and questions if such normality
is even desirable, especially if it is defined mainly from the perspective of researchers
and from those in authority positions.
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Although recent media effects theories include more positive effects such as in-
spiration and elevation (Oliver & Raney, 2011), they do not consider power relations
in such theorizing. Ideas from critical disability studies (Goodley, 2013) and critical
affect theory (Edbauer Rice, 2008) would readily help scholars recognize that mes-
sages about people with disabilities, for instance, overcoming everyday challenges—
the supercrip narrative—might be inspirational for able-bodied persons (Bartsch,
Oliver, Nitsch, & Scherr, 2016) but could be insulting to those with disabilities.
Indeed, such narratives have been referred to as inspiration porn where stories about
exploited groups serve as elevation and inspiration for dominant group members in
the context of disabilities1 (Grue, 2016), poverty (Beresford, 2016), and racial/ethnic
minorities (Apel, 2005).2 CME argues that it is important to carefully examine
seemingly positive portrayals such as pity and inspiration in terms of whether or
not they reinforce social hierarchies (Ramasubramanian & Oliver, 2007;
Ramasubramanian, Winfield & Riewestahl, in press).

Centering user agency means approaching research from a space of cultural hu-
mility that allows participants the agency to cocreate knowledge and have a more ac-
tive role in the research process. Inclusive language such as minoritized, enslaved
populations, and overly exploited countries put the onus on those exploiting power to
oppress other groups (Joseph, 2017). For example, social psychologist Carrotte et al.
(2016) made sure to test their survey measures with gender and sexually diverse
(GSD) participants to avoid heteronormative language that could be alienating and
misrepresent some sexual experiences. Similarly, Broussard, Warner, & Pope (2017)
worked closely with cisgender, transgender, nonbinary participants across a variety of
sexual orientations to determine ways to represent gender identity accurately. CME
encourages such participatory approaches to defining and measuring concepts.

CME further emphasizes examining marginalized groups within their own cul-
tural contexts without having to compare them with dominant group norms. Only a
few studies within media effects have focused on content created by and effects of
mainstream media on minoritized communities (e.g., Martinez &
Ramasubramanian, 2015; Saleem & Ramasubramanian, 2019). CME emphasizes
minoritized users’ agency to question, challenge, and subvert mainstream media by
reframing content, even as mega media corporations continue to create homoge-
nized content within neoliberal capitalist structures. Rodrı́guez’s (2011) work, for
example, formulates a theory of how media enable citizens to thrive during political
unrest in Colombia and Pavarala (2003) engages with indigenous resistances
through community radio.

Charting the Terrain Ahead: Implications and Future Directions

The CME framework proposed here provides a unifying framework, research tool-
kit, shared language, and roadmap for bridging critical cultural communication
with media effects scholarship. The four central pillars of power, intersectionality,
context, and agency that are elaborated upon in this framework can be applied to
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and extended across various mediated contexts. The salient examples, best practices,
and recommendations provided here help us imagine the transformative possibili-
ties that such collaborations, cross-area partnerships, and broad applications can of-
fer. Beyond research and theory-building, CME also has implications for pedagogy,
curriculum, hiring, promotion, mentoring, leadership and community engagement
in terms of whose perspectives and experiences are privileged, how resources are al-
located, and how priorities are set in terms of disciplinary directions and institu-
tional support.

CME moves the subfield of media effects into an exciting direction by being re-
sponsive to examining, theorizing about, and addressing some of the most pressing
social issues, challenges, and questions within Communication today. We envision
that the next stage of CME scholarship will explore the full spectrum and range of
media effects and experiences, especially minoritized perspectives. Such scholarship
goes beyond a narrow focus on individual media outcomes and differences to also
incorporate macrolevel questions such as media access, rights, services, representa-
tion, and policies for minoritized groups to fully participate and engage in individual
and social transformation. It engages with understudied topics such as poverty, so-
cial class, racism, homelessness, transphobia, casteism, colorism, and indigeneity
across various mediated contexts using critical intersectional lenses. Using an asset-
based perspective, it questions implicit assumptions of what is considered “normal”
in media effects, as defined from a space of privilege (such as wealth, able-
bodiedness, citizenship, whiteness, heteronormativity).

With regard to theoretical implications, the CME framework is not only applica-
ble to studies relating to “other” cultures and to scholarship that is explicitly about
identity, social justice, and discrimination. It urges media effects scholars to interro-
gate claims of the universal applicability, generalizability, and relevance of all media
effects theories, concepts, and models. Taking, say, a color-evasive, gender-neutral,
and Eurocentric approach to conceptualizing, researching and theorizing about me-
dia and its effects is not the solution. Rather, the CME approach encourages apply-
ing, studying, and testing media effects theories, including established and popular
ones, across subpopulations and cultural contexts to better identify their boundaries,
generalizability, robustness, applicability, and falsifiability (Popper, 2005).
Replicating studies across diverse samples through intentional recruitment, cross-
national collaborations, and community partnerships would increase generalizabil-
ity of these existing theories. It serves as an invitation for scholars to theorize in new
and inclusive ways about all types of media effects across various contexts, users,
and texts.

In terms of methodological implications, CME calls to question how key varia-
bles such as social categories, identity, and media use are often defined and mea-
sured from a dominant group perspective. Practices such as cocreating conceptual
definitions and pretesting research instruments with typically neglected groups
could address these issues. Partnerships with community-based organizations
through long-term mutually beneficial relationships can help with such
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participatory methods. CME research should also be open to incorporating qualita-
tive methods such as media ethnography, examining multiple levels of analysis, and
connecting individual media behaviors with structural and systemic factors. The use
of multiplicative interactions, contextualization of observed data within larger socio-
historical contexts, and attention to systemic variations across subpopulations are
important to consider (Bowleg, 2008, Dubrow, 2008; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016).

With respect to inclusive sampling practices, several communication scholars
have suggested practical solutions to diversify research samples in terms of geode-
mographic and social characteristics to capture broader user experiences and media
content (Afifi & Cornejo, in press; Soliz & Phillips, 2018). Beyond cross-cultural
studies, marginalized groups can be studied on their own terms without always hav-
ing to compare them to dominant group norms. Often small sample sizes and access
to minoritized populations are major challenges to overcome. However, collecting
data relating to minoritized groups and their experiences are important for them to
feel included, respected, and heard. Through methods such as meta-analyses, com-
bining datasets, and longitudinal data, some of the challenges of small samples can
be overcome.

The CME approach seeks to bring about structural and institutional changes in
media industries and media policies beyond studying individual-level effects. One
way to do this is by interrogating taken-for-granted neutrality of the processes
through which stories are selected, characters are created, and actors are chosen. For
example, Dr. Stacy Smith’s Media, Diversity, and Social Change Initiative uses em-
pirical data to influence hiring practices across several entertainment platforms by
taking media effects research beyond academe to content creators and media indus-
tries, providing opportunities to address issues of inequality in storytelling and pro-
duction processes (e.g. inclusion contracts).

The CME approach actively supports alternative, community-oriented, and eth-
nic media initiatives from around the world through research, teaching, and advo-
cacy efforts by working to raise awareness of what stories are being erased and
silenced in mainstream media. Collaborations between activists, community leaders,
and media effects scholars would strengthen evidence-based, data-driven social sci-
entific approaches to using media for social change in socially relevant, transforma-
tive, and meaningful ways. Other examples of such community-based media
initiatives are Question Bridge, Latinitas Magazine, Media Rise, Center for Scholars
and Storytellers, and citizens’ participatory media in India and Columbia discussed
earlier (Pavarala, 2003; Ramasubramanian, 2016; Rodrı́guez et al., 2014). Leadership
institutes, mentoring networks, and micro-financing support for alternative media
can also help build capacity.

We also need to contend with structural, systemic, and institutional inequalities
in conducting and publishing CME scholarship, which need to be addressed in
terms of broader access to, allocation, and distribution of resources. This means
working intentionally and collaboratively toward a cultural shift in terms of address-
ing inclusion at many different levels from research agendas to sampling techniques
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to theory testing to community-engaged scholarship to media activism. Doing so
requires leaders working together to determine concrete benchmarks and ways to
share resources for inclusive CME research, teaching, and community engagement
at the disciplinary and institutional levels. Many top journals within
Communication are heavily oriented toward publishing media effects research that
involves multiple studies, longitudinal surveys, and complex experimental designs.
However, such methodologies require resources that might not be available to schol-
ars from marginalized communities, especially outside of the United Studies and
Europe. Lab-based experimental research, for instance, involves sophisticated equip-
ment and measurement tools, which are limited to scholars with space and funding
support. Gaining access to national samples for surveys, for example, also requires
funding, which may not be available to scholars from under-resourced institutions
around the world. Access to knowledge in terms of journals, books, media, software,
and mentorship could be barriers for scholars from underprivileged backgrounds,
especially in the Global South.

Leadership in professional networks and disciplinary organizations could help
alleviate these inequalities by facilitating greater collaboration across institutions,
nations, and subdivisions by providing seed grants, networking opportunities,
and assistance with access to data collection, publications, media texts, research
materials, and equipment for those from under-resourced scholarly communities.
Disciplinary leaders such as editors could be intentional about collecting author
background information, having diverse editorial boards and ad-hoc reviewers,
and encouraging citation of literature outside of “canonical” paradigms from
nontraditional perspectives (Chakravartty, Kuo, Grubbs, & McIlwain, 2018).
Communication journals and conferences could make inclusion and diversity an
explicit part of their research agenda and reviewing criteria, require authors to be
more intentional about justifying sampling decisions and find ways to support and
reward scholarship that focuses on minoritized groups, media content, and users
(Afifi & Cornejo, in press).

The CME framework also has significant implications for teaching and
curriculum development by being purposeful about diversifying who is included in
conference panels, special issues of journals, textbooks, class syllabi, bibliographies,
and reading lists. Universities and professional organizations need to create mecha-
nisms for better disciplinary and institutional support for hiring, tenure, promotion,
and advancement of critical media scholars through developing protocols to under-
stand implicit biases in reviewing and feedback, developing mentoring programs,
and providing support for collecting inclusive samples or for collaborating with
community-based organizations as part of their research.

While championing a critical approach to studying media impacts, we are not
unaware of the limitations that such an approach presents methodologically and
practically in terms of research design, methods, sampling, data collection, and data
analysis. We have provided some salient examples and recommendations from
recent research from areas such as social psychology and health communication to
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start envisioning some ways to address these limitations and challenges. Through
conversations and dialogs in our classrooms, at our conferences, and in our commu-
nities, and, through special issues of journals, edited books, workshops, blogs, and
other outlets, the framework proposed here will be further fine-tuned, fleshed out, and
firmed up. The applications, implications, limitations, and scope of the CME frame-
work will unfold through these scholarly spaces in a dialectical manner.

In conclusion, in this article, we bridge media effects scholarship with critical
cultural communication by proposing the CME framework and offer four interre-
lated concepts as the core pillars of this framework: power, intersectionality, context,
and agency. In doing so, we hope to facilitate collaborative partnerships, productive
engagement, and mutual solidarity between these two subfields. We argue for a
more nuanced, intersectional, and critical approach to theorizing media effects
scholarship to better reflect the diversity and dynamicity of media experiences,
especially in the emerging sociopolitical landscape. We suggest that media effects
scholars consider the unmitigated role of power relations, limitations of mono-
categorical theorizing, and intersectional erasures in how they examine mediated
experiences, impacts, and interventions. The framework considers how sociocultural
and political factors impact viewers’ responses, employs an asset-based approach to
understanding marginalized groups’ media experiences, and centers participatory,
audience-created content, and alternative media. It pays attention to the ways in
which dominant hegemonic structures shape media discourses and encourages me-
dia effects scholars to incorporate minoritized perspectives in cocreating knowledge,
theories, and initiatives.

Notes

1. Inspiration porn is “the representation of disability as a desirable but undesired character-
istic, usually by showing impairment as a visually or symbolically distinct biophysical defi-
cit in one person, a deficit that can and must be overcome through the display of physical
prowess” (Grue, 2016, p. 838).

2. Among other scholars who write on this topic, Apel (2005) draws a comparison between
lynching postcards that were circulated as souvenirs by white supremacists after lynching
murders of Black residents in their neighborhoods with photographs of Abu Ghraib Iraqi
prisoners being tortured and humiliated being circulated as spectacles that reinforce hege-
monic white American supremacy.
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