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The attitudinal or behavioral outcomes of media use can be expected to influence selec-

tion of and attention to media content. This process can be conceptualized in terms of

mutually reinforcing spirals akin to positive feedback loops in general systems theory.

This reinforcing spirals perspective highlights the need for longitudinal modeling of

mutually influencing media selection and effects processes; study of the impact of such

processes in youth and adolescent identity development; and analysis of social and psy-

chological factors that control, dampen, or eventually extinguish the influence of such

spirals. This perspective may also, more speculatively, be extended to address the main-

tenance of social identity for political, religious, and lifestyle groups. The relevance of

a reinforcing spirals model to theories including spiral of silence, agenda-setting, fram-

ing, cultivation, selective attention, and uses and gratifications is also discussed.

doi:10.1111/j.1468-2885.2007.00296.x

Researchers in communication, psychology, sociology, and allied social science dis-
ciplines have established strong empirical support for effects of media use on aggres-
sion (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), fears about the social world (Gerbner, Gross,

Morgan, Signorielli, & Shanahan, 2002), political behavior (Graber, 2002), and
a wide variety of other outcomes (see Bryant & Zillman, 2002 for a review). Similarly,

there is a rich body of literature documenting the reasons people select and use
media channels, genre, and content (Kim & Rubin, 1997; Zillman & Bryant,

1985). Surprisingly, however, there has been limited systematic effort to synthesize
the process of media selection and media effects into a more comprehensive model,

though the potential value of such efforts have been previously noted (Rubin, 2002;
Windahl, 1981).

The present paper proposes what I will refer to as a reinforcing spirals framework
for understanding media selectivity and effects as dynamic, mutually influencing

Corresponding author: Michael D. Slater; e-mail: slater.59@osu.edu

Communication Theory ISSN 1050-3293

Communication Theory 17 (2007) 281–303 ª 2007 International Communication Association 281

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ct/article/17/3/281/4098761 by U

niversity of W
isconsin System

 user on 30 August 2025



processes. This framework is intended to help explain the influence of mediated
communication on socialization and, more speculatively, on development and

maintenance of political, religious, and lifestyle subcultures in contemporary socie-
ties. I therefore outline the basic propositions of this reinforcing spirals framework;

acknowledge earlier discussions that share, at least implicitly, some of the same
propositions (e.g., Price & Allen, 1990); and suggest some ways the framework might
be used to help understand important social phenomena.

A reinforcing spirals approach to understanding media use and effects at

the individual level

Media use as endogenous

As studies of audience selectivity and uses and gratifications tell us, media content,

channel, and genre choices are a function of a person’s age, gender, disposition, prior
experience, mood, ideology, social influences, and social identity (Zillman & Bryant,
1985). Such media-use variables, then, are endogenous—that is, subject to the influ-

ence of causally prior variables. Conversely, as noted above, there is ample evidence
for effects of media-use variables on beliefs, attitudes, and behavior—the components

of personal and social identity—even after controlling for these prior influences.
From a theoretical perspective, the role of media-use variables, then, is typically

an intervening one. In statistical terms, media-use variables should mediate or par-
tially mediate (Baron & Kenny, 1986) the influences of individual-difference varia-

bles such as age, gender, education, prior experience, and interests on cognitive or
behavioral outcomes. For example, a study of social risk judgments in a nationally

representative population sample (N = 1,272) demonstrated that media-use variables
accounted for about 25% (p , .05) of the negative relation between education and
risk judgments, 45% (p , .001) of the negative relation between sensation-seeking

and risk judgments, and over 50% (p , .01) of the positive relation between female
gender and risk judgments (Slater & Rasinski, 2005). Stated more formally:

Proposition 1: In most media effects contexts, the role of media can be modeled as

endogenous, mediating, or partially mediating the effect of other individual-

difference variables on the outcomes of interest.

This is not an assertion that every study of media effects should analyze media-use
variables such as exposure or attention as mediators rather than as exogenous var-
iables. Sometimes, the endogeneity of media use simply is not of theoretical or

practical interest. Moreover, analyzing media use as endogenous can be clumsy when
other mediators are the primary focus of research attention. One would be forced to

account for multiple mediation steps within the same model. If this multistep medi-
ation is not of theoretical interest in a given context, the resultant complexity would

be hard to justify. Rather, Proposition 1 suggests that the fullest and most accurate
depiction of a media effects process can typically best be modeled by assessing both

selectivity and effects within the same analysis.
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Media selectivity and effects as structured, dynamic processes

Mediation of the kind described above is for some phenomena an excessively simple

formulation of the relationship between media selectivity and media influence pro-
cesses. For example, in assessing media effects on adolescent aggression, Proposition

1 would suggest a model in which exogenous, external, independent variables such as
gender, age, substance use, and prior victimization predict both aggression and use
of violent media content. The media-use variables, in turn, would partially account

for the relationship between the exogenous variables and aggression, as well as
perhaps providing an independent contribution of their own.

However, it is also probable in many contexts that media use is predicted by the
outcome of interest. In this example, an adolescent’s aggressiveness is likely to predict

use of violent media in addition to being impacted by it (Slater, Henry, Swaim, &
Anderson, 2003). Similar examples may be found in domains such as the use of sexual

media content (Steele & Brown, 1995). As is argued in more detail below, this pattern
of communicative choice, and the effects of such choice, is likely to play an important

role in the development of personal and social identity. In either case, we would expect:

Proposition 2: Cognitive or behavioral outcomes of media use also influence media

use, particularly when the cognitions or behaviors are related to personal or social

identity.

This notion that together media selectivity and media effects form a reciprocal,
mutually influencing process is noted or implied, though not extensively developed,

in a variety of classic sources. For example, Klapper’s classic review of media effects
research argued that media content most often serve to reinforce existing beliefs

(Klapper, 1960). In building this argument, he cited a community study (Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954) with results suggesting not only that political campaign
content primarily reinforced existing beliefs but also that increased exposure to the

campaign led to selective exposure to media content consistent with their beliefs.
Another classic review suggests that effects of television viewing may lead

to additional information seeking from television regarding behaviors affected
(Comstock, Chaffee, Katzman, McCombs, & Roberts, 1978). More recently, Brown

(2000) argues that the sexual content in media may increase interest in sexuality,
which, in turn, stimulates further interest in sexual content as well as increasing the

likelihood of sexual activity among adolescents. It should be noted at this point that
content of any given genre or type—sexual, violent, religious, political—is not uni-

form; in most cases, there are probably subtypes with distinctive content and effects.
Moreover, various types and exemplars of media content will vary in appeal to
various audiences, though presumably audiences will tend to select content that they

find appealing and believable. Such content-specific effects, however, are best
addressed in studies and discussions specific to a given media genre and are beyond

the scope of the present discussion.
Acknowledging the reciprocal nature of selectivity and media effects is an impor-

tant starting point in understanding the relationship between the two. However, the
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concept of reciprocity can be misleading. Causal relationships, as we will discuss in
more detail below, do not go back and forth as the term reciprocal implies. These

relationships move forward in time, influencing one another, with the likelihood of
reinforcing or cumulative effects.

Accordingly, it is a relatively straightforward matter to specify the minimum
assumptions of such a reciprocal relationship, as it must occur dynamically over
time. Exposure at baseline must lead to an effect at Time 2 that influences exposure at

Time 3; simultaneously, the status of the effect at baseline should lead to exposure at
Time 2 leading to the effect at Time 3:

Proposition 3: The assertion of reciprocal relationships between media use and effects

of such media use in its simplest case implies a three-step, cross-lagged process

(see Figure 1).

Calling a causal association a reciprocal relationship, with at minimum the features
illustrated in Figure 1, raises more questions than it answers. As is detailed below,
these questions include the length of time lag, differences in time lag for various

paths, relative strength of paths, the identification of those social or psychological
forces that may restrain or limit the mutual influence process, and exploring the

social and cultural implications of these patterns.

Reinforcing spirals and their outcomes

It should be apparent from Figure 1 that if (a) some type of media use influences

corresponding beliefs or behaviors (e.g., support for strong controls over illegal
immigration or aggressiveness) and (b) that belief or behavior in turn increases that

type of media use (e.g., listening to conservative radio talk shows or seeking violent

Media use

Belief, attitude,

behavior

Media use

Belief, attitude,

behavior

Belief, attitude,

behavior

Media use

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Figure 1 A minimal path representation of reinforcing spirals. Note that while prospective

prediction is normally of primary interest, a wide variety of alternative and indirect paths

exist. Concurrent paths can be conceptualized as correlations (or correlated disturbance

terms) or as directional paths subject to problems of identification; concurrent paths should

be conceptualized as time-ordered but with lags too small to measure in a given research

design.
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media content), then (c) the process should be mutually reinforcing over time.
Persons engaging in this process should tend toward continued or increased use

of that particular media content. This should lead to the maintenance or strength-
ening of the attitude or behavior in question, leading in turn to continued or

increased use of relevant media content. Whether one takes media use or selectivity
effects as a starting point, then, reciprocal effects over time can be conceptualized or
visualized as a spiral of ongoing influence.

One weakness of spirals as an image is that they illustrate prospective relation-
ships with a single starting point, suggesting that one variable is the first cause. As

Figure 1 suggests, one can usefully conceptualize and analyze these relationships as
two paired and complementary spirals. One spiral begins with the outcome predict-

ing media use and the other spiral begins with media use predicting the outcome.
This permits portrayal of concurrent influences as well as of prospective ones. Con-

currence is simply a convenient way to represent causal influences when the lag is too
short to be measured.

Two recent lines of work have exemplified the spirals of selectivity and effects

approach to understanding media effects. Recent work on violent media content and
adolescent aggressiveness (Slater et al., 2003) found that use of such content was

predictive of adolescent aggressiveness, b = .046 (.013), p , .001, explaining over
10% of variability after inclusion of controls. Analyses were conducted using a four-

wave panel data set of middle school students from around the United States over
a 2-year period (N = 2,550). Aggressiveness also prospectively predicted use of

violent media content, b = .043 (.018), p , .05, explaining about 6.5% of variability
after inclusion of controls.

In the same study, a stricter model was also imposed, looking only at effects of
fluctuations from a youth’s own mean over-time trend in violent media content use or
aggressiveness. In this analysis, when an individual’s violent media content use was

higher than his or her age-adjusted trend line, it was prospectively predictive of greater
aggressiveness, b = .034 (.016), p, .05. The opposite path (from higher than personal

norm aggressiveness to higher violent media content use) was concurrently significant,
though it did not reach significance prospectively (Slater et al., 2003). These authors

referred to this pattern of mutual reinforcement as a ‘‘downward spiral model.’’
Another study of a two-wave national panel data set (N = 3,888 at baseline)

found Wave 1 news attention (b = .11, p , .01) and elaboration (b = .08, p , .01)
predicted political knowledge at Wave 2 (Eveland, Shah, & Kwak, 2003). However,
evidence for such relationships was also found in the other direction. Coefficients

of b = .14, p, .01 for knowledge at Wave 1 predicted news attention at Wave 2 and
b = .13, p , .01 for Wave 1 knowledge predicted Wave 1 news elaboration.

Eveland and his colleagues noted that as this pattern repeated over time, atten-
tion would be decreased and future knowledge and interest would be lower for those

with little political knowledge and interest. They also referred to this as a downward
spiral process. Conversely, for those with greater initial political interest, upward

spirals of news attention and political knowledge might be expected. The authors
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proposed that this mechanism might help explain knowledge gaps with respect to
political information.

Building on the work of Eveland and others, Schneider (2006) has proposed
a similar dynamic, spiral model for use of political media. His preliminary tests

(N = 100 across three waves of data collection with German adults during a statewide
election) suggest that motivations such as surveillance and anticipated communica-
tion with others both predict and are subsequently predicted by political media use.

While the model for anticipated communication (RMSEA = 0.08, x2 = 28.03, p = .03,
df = 16, GFI = 0.94) was only marginally satisfactory, the model for the surveillance

motivation (RMSEA = 0.02, x2 = 17.38, p = .36, df = 16, GFI = 0.96) fit the proposed
spiral model well.

Conceptual and methodological issues in the study of reinforcing spirals at the

individual level

Identifying lag times and possible asymmetry of spirals, and other key research questions

A number of issues relevant to describing the distinctive patterns of various spirals of
media selectivity and effects have been noted. Principal among these are the nature of

the time lags themselves. Typically, panel research designs must choose time lags
based on the logistics of staffing and data collection. Another consideration is the

sensible desire to minimize the sensitization that would likely result from closely
repeated data collection points.

Unfortunately, such lags often are months apart at best. The effect of mediated
stimuli such as advertisements on behavior likely is far shorter lived than this, and

therefore detectable primarily as cross-sectional associations in traditional longitu-
dinal studies. Similarly, transient changes in emotional states such as anger or
aggression may have immediate effects on media content choice that do not neces-

sarily show up as lagged effects (Slater et al., 2003).
Therefore, the fact that one has longitudinal data is no guarantee that one can

detect spiral processes if the measurement lags do not reflect a good understanding of
the underlying processes. For example, Price and Allen (1990) suggested that pro-

cesses of social norm change can be expected to take years to unfold. In contrast,
a study of the mutually reinforcing relationships between perceived efficacy and

performance assessed four trials in a period of 2 hours (Shea & Howell, 2000).
Clearly, the longitudinal design must fit the phenomenon under study.

Another aspect of the problem of lag to effect is the likelihood that the two types

of effects driving spirals of mutual reinforcement do not have the same duration to
effect. Some outcomes of media use, such as those due to information gain or social

modeling, may have more lasting effects. In contrast, effects such as the impact of an
attitude or behavior (especially ones that are not highly stable over time) on media

selection are likely to be more immediate. Such a pattern would show up as asym-
metric spirals, in which the selectivity paths were concurrent, but effects of media use

might also be detectable in lagged analyses (as described in Slater et al., 2003).
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There are, then, a series of questions that arise with respect to studying the
reinforcing relationships of media selectivity and effect. What is the appropriate

lag in assessing prospective effects of selectivity, and what is the appropriate lag
for assessing prospective effects of media content? What is the comparative strength

of each path (i.e., effect of selectivity vs. effect of media content)? How stable are
these paths over time? What are the moderators of such effects? That is, for whom or
under what circumstances are selectivity and effects patterns evident or nonexistent?

For whom do these patterns show up as cumulative and strengthening, constant, or
weakening over time? Some of these questions can be answered by using both

traditional and new methodological tools.

Analyzing reinforcing spirals of selectivity and effects: Old and new methodological tools

A full discussion of statistical methods for probing such spirals of mutual reinforce-

ment is beyond the scope of this paper. However, some useful approaches and
alternatives should be acknowledged, at least in brief. This is particularly important
because any analysis of mutual influence is inherently difficult, and emergence of

newer statistical techniques has made possible more sophisticated and complete
analyses of these relationships.

Figure 1 illustrates a three-wave, cross-lagged model. Autoregressive cross-lagged
regression or structural equation analyses, the traditional methods for analyzing such

models, have been strongly criticized (Rogosa & Willett, 1985) in favor of latent
growth models. However, other scholars have pointed out that cross-lagged analyses,

while involving more restrictive assumptions than growth modeling methods, can be
appropriate and informative (Curran & Bollen, 2001). Structural equation models

that use chi-square difference tests to examine the incremental contribution of each
lag (Bentler, 1990) in a cross-lagged model provide a straightforward and easily
interpreted approach to testing spirals predictions. Moreover, such modeling can

also include examinations of various asymmetric alternatives still consistent with
influence spirals.

Another approach is use of multilevel models to analyze panel data (Raudenbush
& Bryk, 2002), as was done in the Slater et al. (2003) studies discussed earlier.

Recently, software packages such as M-plus (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2004) have
combined capabilities of multilevel and structural equation modeling, permitting use

of growth modeling despite varying data collection periods. This approach involves
estimating growth intercepts and slopes for both selectivity and effects paths using
latent growth models, and testing paths linking those intercepts and slopes. Such an

analysis has been conducted for the relationship of movie viewership and sensation
seeking (Stoolmiller & Worth, 2006).

A latent-difference score approach to such models has also been proposed (Ferrer
& McArdle, 2003). This approach appears promising, but it has not been widely used

or replicated as yet. Another intriguing approach, with particular promise for study-
ing nearly concurrent phenomena utilizing dynamic stochastic modeling, has

recently been proposed (Wang, Busemeyer, & Lang, 2006).

M. D. Slater Spirals of Selectivity and Effects

Communication Theory 17 (2007) 281–303 ª 2007 International Communication Association 287

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ct/article/17/3/281/4098761 by U

niversity of W
isconsin System

 user on 30 August 2025



Tapping systems theory vocabulary to discuss dynamic processes of mutual influence

The present discussions of spirals of communicative influences can be extended by

the use of cybernetic and systems theory concepts and vocabulary. Cybernetics and
systems theories provide a vocabulary intended to describe processes of mutual

influence and reinforcement over time in dynamic systems (von Bertalanffy, 1968;
Wiener, 1961). While a full review of general systems theory is beyond the scope of
this article, several key concepts will be employed in the discussion that follows.

A primary concern of cybernetics and systems theories is the extent to which
a dynamic system is self-regulating over time. A self-regulating system adjusts to

external changes and tends to reach homeostasis; a thermostat is the classic example
of such an adjusting system. This self-regulating adjustment is called a negative

feedback loop. Mutually reinforcing processes, as opposed to self-regulating pro-
cesses, might be expected to spin out of control or move to some extreme value—

a positive feedback loop. It should be noted that a loop is a graphic convenience for
illustrating a process ignoring the time dimension; if time-ordered processes are

illustrated, a loop would presumably tend to be illustrated instead in a way similar
to Figure 1.

Other key systems theory concepts are the extent to which a system is open or

closed. A closed system is not influenced by factors external to the system. The
implication of this is that in a closed system, positive feedback loops are likely to

move to some extreme value. To the extent a system is not closed, external forces may
provide the regulatory pressures that keep a mutually influencing process in check.

The larger system may be, then, homeostatic despite the existence of a mutual
influence process within it. Implications of these points are developed in detail

below.
To restate this more formally, in a closed system, a positive feedback loop—or

spirals of media selectivity and effects as illustrated in Figure 1—should produce the

following:

Proposition 4A: In a perfectly closed system (free from the effects of competing social,

psychological, or environmental influences), the spirals of media selectivity and effects

should work to maximize use of a given type of media to the maximum permitted by

available time and access, and to maximize levels of the cognitions or behaviors

impacted to those levels permitted by available capacity.

However, in the social world, there are always competing social, psychological, and

environmental influences present. They may be thought of as present to the degree
that the social environment in which the individual lives is open or closed. A com-
plementary proposition can be more formally stated:

Proposition 4B: Social subsystems in which media effect processes take place vary in the

extent to which they are open or closed along various dimensions; none are fully

closed, and reinforcing spirals of media selectivity and effects are limited by

environmental or other constraints.
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Moderating effects, dampening positive feedback loops, and achieving homeostasis in
dynamic media use–media effects mutual influence processes

Among the most important questions related to spirals of media use and effects are

those that examine the factors that limit these feedback loops. Why does this mutually
reinforcing process usually not lead to extreme outcomes for most media consumers?

In many cases, of course, it is relatively easy to suggest moderating influences.

With regard to violent media content use and violence, moderating environmental
factors presumably include family, peer, and institutional or legal consequences for

aggressive behavior. Internal factors may include maturation and assumption of
social roles that lead to reduced consumption of such media and reduced expression

of aggression, habituation to violent media stimuli, and beliefs and values internal-
ized from other sources, mediated and unmediated, inconsistent with enacting

aggression. In addition, habituation may mean that effects of increasing dosage
are not linear, tempering cumulative effects. Steele (1999), in an extensive qualitative
study of teenage sexuality and media use, describes how ethnicity, gender, class, and

maturation moderate media choices, the role of media use and media content in
adolescent’s lives, and the corresponding influence of such media.

Such limiting processes also were evidenced by a quantitative study of moderators
of the relationship between violent media content and aggression. Using the same

data set of adolescent use of violent media content (Slater, Swaim, Henry, Cardador,
2004) described above, researchers found that this relationshipwas strengthened among

adolescents who were particularly vulnerable, as a function of disposition or social
situation, to mediated influence. Examples include high-sensation seekers who likely

have less inhibition about enacting risky behavior and youth who tended to be bullied
(Slater et al., 2004). Conversely, one might suggest that for youth who were more
integrated into the larger social world, the effects of violentmedia content were lessened

and the potential impact of the spirals of media use and effect reduced or eliminated.
It also should be recalled that effects of exposure to types of media content at any

one point of assessment tend to show relatively small effect sizes (see Anderson &
Bushman, 2002). The pattern of mutual reinforcement between media selectivity and

effect, then, may often simply prevent competing social or maturational influences
from extinguishing an attitudinal or behavioral pattern. The pattern of mutual

reinforcement between selection of media content and the effects of such content,
then, will rarely lead to extremes of attitude or behavior. Instead, this pattern may
result in the maintenance of various attitudes or behaviors for users of specific media

content despite competing influences. The factors that limit the impact of the process
(e.g., habituation to stimuli, social influence of institutions or peers) may be studied

using tests of moderation.
A focus on moderation also suggests that there may be circumstances under

which the outcome of spiral processes of selectivity and effects is more dramatic.
For the individual, as suggested above, this may be when the person (a) is poorly

integrated or socialized or is dispositionally vulnerable; (b) is involved with peer
associates that share the same patterns of attitude, behavior, and use of media (so
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that spiral selectivity and effects processes with respect to media may also be found
with respect to interpersonal association and communication); and/or (c) is in

a larger social environment where the pattern of attitude and behavior has sub-
stantial support, so there is less external pressure to reduce spiral effects.

Reinforcing spirals and maintenance of social identity

The above discussion focuses on the effects of reinforcing spirals on individual media
consumers. The section that follows will explore some ways in which mutually

reinforcing processes of communication selectivity and effects may influence social
identity and attitudes as well as the behaviors of group members. It should be noted

at the outset that there is little research of which I am aware that directly tests how
such processes may operate in the context of social or political identity. Therefore,

the discussion is of necessity more speculative than the discussion of individual-level
processes. Evidence is based primarily on consistency with descriptive and qualitative
research rather than support from direct quantitative tests.

Media: The role of selectivity in the maintenance of distinctive social identities

Both Tajfel and Turner’s (1986) social identity theory (SIT) and Hecht’s (1993)
communicative theory of identity suggest that a primary human tendency is to define

one’s identity in large measure through actual or symbolic perceived affiliation with
others who share similar experiences, perceptions, and values. Tajfel and Turner

distinguish between personal identity and social identity. Personal identity refers to
identity elements that are idiosyncratically individual (the major focus of the prior

section) and social identity refers to identity elements that are derived from identi-
fication with social groups (e.g., religious, ideological, or lifestyle groups), which will
be discussed in more detail below.

Being a member of a religion, a political ideology, a race, or a lifestyle—what
Hecht (1993) refers to as communal identity—transcends interpersonal associations

and is likely to require some sort of mediated dimension to link members through
time and space. This mediated dimension may involve texts, scriptures, newspapers

or newsletters, preferred radio shows or news networks, television programming, or
Web sites and listservs (see Abrams, Eveland, & Giles [2003] for a similar argument;

Price & Allen [1990] for a detailed and theoretically rich analysis of selectivity effects
on sustaining communities of political opinion; Reid, Giles, & Abrams [2004] for
a discussion of media, social identity, and social change; and Harwood [1999] for

a study of media selectivity based on social identity gratifications). In the context of
societies with varied media content and outlets, it seems reasonable to expect that:

Proposition 5: In general, those individuals who identify with a given set of religious,

ideological, or lifestyle beliefs and values (i.e., a shared group or communal identity)

will have certain preferred media outlets, and will selectively attend to content that

reflects and shares the values of that social identity group.
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SIT highlights the importance of social group categorization in order to make sense
of the social world and our place in it (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner, Hogg, Oakes,

Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). It is likely, then, that insights about a religious, ideologi-
cal, or lifestyle identity may be gleaned by analyzing the social categories and attributes

for category members—both ‘‘in-group’’ and ‘‘out-group’’—communicated in such
preferred media content.

SIT also emphasizes the importance of the extent to which people identify them-

selves with any given social category, given that any one individual has many possible
social identities (e.g., Methodist, conservative, mother, student, avid gardener, fish-

ing enthusiast, Hoosier). If so, one effect of media use consistent with a given social
group identity may be an increase in the salience of that identity relative to alterna-

tive available identities. Attitude accessibility theory (e.g., Fazio & Williams, 1986;
Sanbonmatsu & Fazio, 1990) suggests that attitudes are influential to the extent they

are available in memory at a given point in time, and social categorization theory
emphasizes the importance of the social identity prototype that is primed in a given
judgment situation (Turner et al., 1987). To the extent that a social identity is

associated with a variety of beliefs, values, and attitudes, we may derive:

Proposition 6: Use of media content consistent with a given social identity will result in

greater (a) salience or accessibility of that social identity and (b) influence of values

and attitudes associated with that identity in assessments and decisions, at least

briefly, after such media exposure.

Therefore, accessibility or salience mechanisms may help explain spiral processes of
mutual reinforcement over time. Relevant media exposure make an identity and

associated attitudes more salient, resulting in a greater likelihood of seeking out
more relevant mediated as well as interpersonal communication experiences. This
would, in turn, presumably strengthen identification with the social group or cate-

gory in question relative to other social identities that may compete for priority. Such
identification should also tend to support preferences for interpersonal associations

with group members sharing similar beliefs and using similar media, further rein-
forcing social group identity:

Proposition 7: Identification with a given social group is in part maintained by the

dynamic mutual reinforcement patterns of media selection and influence as well as by

associated patterns of choice in interpersonal association and communication.

Consistent with these arguments, distinctive patterns of media content preference

and other communicative choices can be discerned for people identified with a vari-
ety of social identities. For example, Morton and Duck (2000), in a small (N = 79)

cross-sectional survey of gay men, found that safe sex attitudes were predicted by gay
media use moderated by dependency on these media. Moreover, the impact of gay

media use on safe sex attitudes was greater for those respondents who identified
more strongly with the gay community. This pattern of greater reliance on and

influence by group-specific media among those more identified with the group is
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consistent with the selectivity and effects process hypothesized here (see also Lapinski
& Rimal, 2005, for a discussion of the role of mass communication in perceived

social norms).
Similarly, Hebdige (1979), in a case study analysis of working-class youth sub-

cultures in the UK, emphasizes the importance of distinctive media preferences,
particularly music genres such as punk and reggae, in defining and reinforcing sub-
culture membership. Wilson (2002) describes the emergence of Web sites and Inter-

net community for an ‘‘antijock’’ youth culture. Steele & Brown (1995), based
primarily on extensive qualitative studies of sexual content, argue adolescents select

media content consonant with their various emerging social and personal identities,
which in turn are shaped and reinforced by the selected media content (see also

Brown, Steele, & Walsh-Childers, 2002). Each of these studies suggests that spirals of
media selectivity and effects do indeed exist and a systematic approach to measuring

these processes would add to our understanding of their nature.

Open and closed communication subcultures: Some implications of reinforcing
spirals models

As discussed earlier, the cumulative effects of communication content selectivity and

their effects are typically limited insofar as social identity groups exist within an open
social system. Mainstream values and perspectives, in a contemporary democratic

society, are difficult to shut out entirely. Indeed, cultivation theorists argue that users
of mainstream media are likely to conform to worldviews consistent with main-

stream media content (Gerbner et al., 2002). Willingness to engage with media
content inconsistent with group values or to participate in dialogue with others of

different perspectives should dampen spiral effects. This dampening of spiral effects
has been demonstrated in online environments (McDevitt, Kiousis, & Wahl-Jorgen-
son, 2003), where users displayed more extreme views online.

Conversely, the effects of spirals of communication selectivity and effects are
likely to be particularly strong in groups that seek to motivate closure to outside

influences. Such closure can be encouraged through (a) a culture of suspicion of
outside influences such as mainstream media; (b) use of group-specific media such

as Web sites, books, and magazines that consistently reiterate a consistent and
distinctive worldview; and (c) maximizing engagement in interpersonal and group

networks that largely or completely exclude nonparticipants. This proposed process
in some respects parallels groupthink phenomena, in which homogeneous groups
insulated from outside perspectives sometimes generate decisions that are polarized

and often prove in retrospect to have been unrealistic (Janis, 1982).
Recent findings in selective exposure to political information are also consistent

with the argument here that openness or closure to inconsistent influences is distinct
from selective exposure. Selective exposure to ideologically consistent information

appears commonplace. However, selective avoidance (or closure, in the context of
the present argument) does not necessarily accompany selective exposure. For exam-

ple, some evidence is reported (at marginally significant levels) that evangelical
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religious affiliation is associated with selective avoidance, but that selective avoidance
does not generally accompany selective exposure (Garrett, 2006a, 2006b).

Fundamentalist religious movements, regardless of religion, are among the most
evident examples of relatively closed communication systems (see Armstrong, 2000).

Ammerman (1991), for example, notes that separatism serves as one of the defining
characteristics of American Protestant fundamentalism and describes the impor-
tance of the emergence of fundamentalist publishers and texts, broadcasting outlets

and television ministries, and educational institutions. Likewise, various Islamic
fundamentalist movements appear to be characterized by developing interpersonal

and mediated channels that reflect Islamist perspectives and values with substantial
fidelity (see Armstrong, 2000; Nash, 1991; Voll, 1991). Such influences are in some

cases further reinforced through the radical madrasa that socialize these perspectives
to the exclusion of more diverse perspectives that might come through schooling

(Husain, 2002). A distinctive element of Islamic fundamentalist movements may be
the extent of fundamentalist principles to larger societal institutions, rather than the
creation of an alternative and separate fundamentalist culture (Faksh, 1997). Jewish

fundamentalism, unsurprisingly, also shares some of these same aspects (see Aran,
1991; Armstrong, 2000; Heilman & Friedman, 1991). Of course, the specifics of the

religious ideologies and the degree of system closure within the religious groups in
important respects appear to be quite different and to lead to different outcomes.

One consequence of such relatively closed systems is that the resulting isolation
or separation may result in decreasing openness to new ideas (Moscovici, 1985).

Moreover, one might expect the likelihood of increased suspicion and hostility
toward members of out-groups (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002; Tajfel & Turner,

1986). This leads to a proposition related to the nature of closure in a communication
system:

Proposition 8: The more closed the communication system within a social identity

group, the more likely people will strongly identify with the group and view out-

group members with hostility (and perhaps, even as legitimate targets of violence).

The effects of a closed communicative environment are likely to be magnified in the

absence of a diverse and open communication environment in the larger society. A
more open communication environment on the national level would tend to provide

competing interpretations and portrayals of groups and events that could dampen
the influence spirals described above:

Proposition 9: The effect of closure in social identity group communication patterns on

isolation and intergroup hostility will be exacerbated to the extent the national system

also tends to be a closed one.

In The Second Coming, William Butler Yeats bemoaned that ‘‘.the best lack all

conviction, while the worst are filled with passionate intensity’’ (Yeats, 1920/
2007). In a sense, the argument proposed here is that the closure of some in-groups

to outside influence has the potential to generate a spiral toward polarization that
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may often (though not always) lead to ‘‘passionate intensity’’ that may well be
expressed through out-group hostility. Similarly, openness is likely to undermine

spiral processes and increase uncertainty, which makes action less clear and certain.
In the short term, closure then may have advantages in terms of the ability to

motivate and mobilize in-group members. If the social or economic environment
is favorable, a closed group may grow and flourish; they provide a precious
commodity—certainty and direction in a confusing world. In the long term, it

may well be that excessive closure will reduce the ability of a group to adapt to
environmental change, and that significant out-group hostility may well eventually

mobilize opposition sufficient to respond with passionate intensity.
It should be recalled, though, that openness and closure is a continuum, not

a dichotomy. A degree of closure may support group cohesiveness and passion for
engagement, with enough openness to engage other elements of society without

zero-sum confrontation. This combination may characterize the more successful
social change movements, from civil rights in the 60’s to American conservatism
in the 90’s. One dynamic feature of relatively open societies may be precisely this

tolerance for relatively closed social or political movements and the ability to provide
incentive for some social engagement. Social change from this perspective might be

viewed in terms of the intersection of some of these groups with a favorable eco-
nomic or social climate in which they rapidly expand. As they do, they may influence

through social and political action public discourse and the media environment (see
Reid et al., 2004), resulting at times in lasting change as other groups in society

respond and accommodate.

Internet’s potential to support both greater openness and closure of communication
experience

In industrialized societies, audiences tend to rely on personalized media and chan-

nels such as cable television and the Internet, turning less frequently to the major
broadcast television sources that characterized the 50’s through the 80’s in the

United States (e.g., MacDonald, 1994). Regardless of a country’s level of national
development, anyone who can access the Internet can access an enormous array of

information, beliefs, values, and perspectives. This increasing diversity of mediated
content and channels has two possible and competing outcomes from the perspec-

tive of the present discussion. Increased diversity of available content and channels
may result in increased diversity and accessibility of communication content and
exchange, for a more open communication system (e.g., Ghareeb, 2000). This range

of choice also may increase the ability to identify and access sources closely reflecting
one’s own views and values. Such comfortably consonant sources can become an

exclusive or near-exclusive source of information and conversation, facilitating the
development of relatively closed information systems (Whine, 1999). Discovering

which patterns appear, for which users, under what circumstances, for how long, and
with what impact, represent theoretically challenging and socially important research

challenges.
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Quantitative approaches to studying spiral processes regarding social identity and
identification with subcultures

In general, multilevel models lend themselves to tests of propositions derived from

this spirals of selectivity and effects perspective. Data might be gathered at the group
level regarding availability of group-specific media and interpersonal association
opportunities. At the individual level, data could be collected on individual use of

such media and interpersonal interaction, and on the amount and type of mediated
and interpersonal interaction outside the group. Outcomes might include identifi-

cation with the group, social beliefs, and evaluations of out-group members. Anal-
yses could examine direct effects of each of these variables. It would also be possible

to examine the effects of an individual’s distance from group communication norms
on group identification, beliefs, and assessment of out-group members. Cross-level

interaction tests might be used to examine the multiplicative effects of group com-
munication choices or resources with an individual’s use of nongroup communica-
tion alternatives or dispositional factors such as trait anger. Moreover, using multiple

observations over time, one could look simultaneously at dynamic processes as they
unfold as well as at the relationship between group-level and individual variables.

To conduct such investigations, data sets would have to be developed that
include enough examples of subcultures or at least distinctive instantiations of sub-

cultures (e.g., different congregations or other voluntary associations within a com-
munity) to provide enough power to make Level 2 estimates (Raudenbush & Bryk,

2002). There would have to be sufficient sampling within each cluster unit to make
reasonable inferences about norms and variability within that unit, if information

about variability and deviance of individuals from group value and communicative
norms is desired. If not, more high-level units and fewer observations within each
unit may be preferred, as multilevel modeling can estimate models with relatively few

observations per upper-level unit (see Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). If possible, data
about the group should be observed directly rather than inferred from the sample.

For example, information about a neighborhood’s political leanings or religious
affiliations is better ascertained from census data or other public records if available

than estimated from a relatively few respondents in that neighborhood. Such data
sets are rare; however, recent studies on communication infrastructure theory may

provide or approximate the type of data appropriate for examination of questions
such as these (e.g., Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006). It is my hope that the present
discussion might encourage data collection efforts that permit quantitative exami-

nation of the questions raised here.

Implications of the spirals of selectivity and effects perspective for some

theories of media influence and media use

The reinforcing spirals perspective as presented here has two primary aspects. The
first aspect is concerned with understanding the cumulative process and effects of

media and other communicative choice and effect for the individual. This component
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is the most readily evidenced and defended. As such, the reinforcing spirals perspec-
tive’s primary theoretical contribution is the marriage of selective exposure or uses-

and-gratifications approaches with studies of media effects in understanding the
dynamics of media use and influence over time.

The second, and more speculative, aspect of the reinforcing spirals perspective
regards the implications of spiral communicative processes on the maintenance of
political, religious, and lifestyle identities. This aspect also has implications for a vari-

ety of media effects theories, as summarized in the paragraphs that follow.

Spiral of silence: Positive feedback leading to paralysis

The most prominent spiral effects theory in communication is, of course, the spiral

of silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1974). The spiral of silence is a theory of the silent
majority. It asserts that members of the public with conservative viewpoints, in

a nation with a predominantly liberal press, refrain from political expression and
participation because they believe their positions are marginal and isolated. Their
lack of expression leads to further invisibility in the media and continued reluctance

to express conservative viewpoints.
The phenomenon proposed by the spiral of silence theory represents a more

unusual version of the positive feedback or spiral process. Instead of a feedback
process in which media use reinforces a belief or behavior that leads to increased

media use, it produces the opposite type of positive feedback loop: one in which the
spiral process leads to paralysis, a regression to zero instead of toward infinity.

Eveland et al. (2003), in their discussion of the evolution of the political ‘‘chronic
know-nothing,’’ also describe a similar regression toward zero.

Several points regarding spiral of silence theory are relevant here. First is the
acknowledgment of its technical achievement. The theory addresses the reciprocal
relationship between media use and the outcome of media use as a dynamic, over-

time process, which are key elements of the media effects theorizing argued for here. By
addressing this relationship, Noelle-Neumann’s explanation moves seamlessly from

media’s effects on the behavior of individuals to its influence on segments or sub-
cultures within society—which I argue is likely often to be a feature of reinforcing

spirals theorizing and research. There is much, as Price and Allen (1990) note, to be
learned from spiral of silence, whether or not one accepts the claims of the theory.

Second is the closed-system assumption that underlies claims of such a strong
spiral effect. Such an assumption would require both a uniformly hostile media
environment and a lack of competing alternative media or other collective commu-

nication channels through which competing beliefs and norms can be shared. In an
era of Internet communication and multiple radio and cable television channels,

such an assumption is unlikely to often hold in contemporary democratic societies,
which the spiral of silence theory is intended to describe (see Scheufele & Moy, 2000,

for a more detailed methodological critique). In other words, even if there once was
a communication and media climate in which a spiral of silence was likely to man-

ifest itself, it is less likely to be detectable now in industrialized, democratic societies.
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Third, the theoretical perspective here emphasizes a very different dynamic than
that proposed by the spiral of silence theory. The present approach focuses on what

happens when distinctive mediated communication channels and content, as well as
associated interpersonal and group channels, can be actively selected by people who

do not fully identify with values expressed in the mainstream media. Such selectivity
is likely to result in reinforcement spirals leading to increased identification with
some alternative set of values. A more contemporary version of the spiral of silence,

then, might be concerned rather with the degree to which religious, political, or
lifestyle subcultures perceive that their values and concerns are reflected in main-

stream media content or political and social discourse. Such perceptions may influ-
ence the degree of openness or closure to outside influence, as well as feelings of

personal alienation or connection and the degree of willingness to engage in political
processes and debate.

Agenda-setting

Agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1993) is among the most influential and best

established theories of media effects. The focus of agenda-setting research, however,
is typically on the major media in a community or in society at large and on the

influence of topics of coverage on issue salience for the public as a whole. The
reinforcing spirals perspective would suggest the importance of examining the

agenda-setting influence of group-specific media, be they Web sites, radio talk
shows, or the influence of religious leadership. The likelihood that these sources

set issue agendas as well as frame these issues for group members (see discussion
below) is high.

What may be more interesting is the process by which such group-specific media
channels might be able to influence the larger media environment. Interest-group
influence on media coverage, and thus on public agendas, may be a function to some

extent of lobbying and media-relations efforts. However, it is likely that media gate-
keepers look to other, more targeted media to pick up on issues and trends. Research

attention might be usefully directed at examining when and how interest-group
media coverage influences the media and the public agenda.

Framing

Framing research (Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Scheufele, 1999) explores the ways that
media interpretation of events or issues influences how these events or issues are
interpreted by members of the public. The spirals of selectivity and effects perspective

would lead to the hypothesis that group-affiliated political or religious media and
other organized communication venues will develop and refine ways of framing

events and issues that are consistent with the values of group members. These frames
should provide interpretive filters for members of that group through which other

mediated information will pass. Such frames should also facilitate counterarguing of
general media coverage, and should increase perceptions of media bias when those

frames are not reflected in or do not dominate media discourse (Vallone, Ross, &
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Lepper, 1985). In other words, a spirals process is likely to emerge in which preferred
media sources articulate frames that interpret issues and events in terms consistent

with group values. Subsequently, members of that group should increasingly assess
nongroup media content through those frames, and prefer media and nonmedia

sources that reflect such frames.
Moreover, politicians and other news sources are likely to use such group-

specific sources to identify frames and language to incorporate in their public state-

ments and stances, and to encourage support from members of corresponding
political, religious, and ideological groups. These political frames, accordingly, will

be reflected in the frames of media coverage. In this way, group-specific values and
frames may in turn shape those of the larger society.

Cultivation

The reinforcing spirals of selectivity and effects model shares with (and to a consider-
able extent derives from) cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 2002) the premise that

the content of one’s media environment will influence one’s beliefs about the social
and political world. There are, however, two major differences.

The first difference is that this spirals perspective emphasizes the influence of
group communicative and media influences. This is not to say that the larger soci-

ety’s media influence does not matter and does not influence beliefs and values across
a population. In fact, larger society’s media influence may be a key factor in prevent-

ing the acceleration of positive feedback loops. Rather, this reinforcing spirals model
also focuses attention on a likely tension and competition between group perspec-

tives and those of a larger society. The interesting questions then focus on how the
group manages the challenges posed by mainstream media. The long-standing hos-
tility of many political and religious conservatives in the United States to the main-

stream news media and entertainment content is a case in point. As noted above,
conservative Americans have quite effectively developed both religious and secular

alternatives to mainstream news, including establishing a major cable news outlet
founded and managed by prominent conservative communicators.

A second difference is with respect to the role of the media from an analytic
perspective. Cultivation treats media as an independent variable, seeking at best to

control other possible third-variable influences. The reinforcing spirals model
focuses, as discussed, on the endogeneity of media use choices, and acknowledges
that media content preferences reflect values and perspectives that are typically

modeled only as outcome variables in cultivation analyses. The difference, then, is
with respect to the complexity of the paths of causal influence involved.

Selective exposure and uses and gratifications

A primary objective of the spirals of selectivity and effects model is to integrate

selective exposure processes (Zillman & Bryant, 1985) into the study of media effects.
Conversely, the reinforcing spirals model emphasizes that the effects of media
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exposure are likely to reinforce the tendencies, preferences, and values that predict
media choice in the first place.

The reinforcing spirals model also emphasizes aspects of uses or gratifications as
being especially worthy of research attention. The model suggests the particular

importance of the maintenance of social identity through media use and other
communicative experience (see also Harwood, 1999). Therefore, affirmation of
beliefs and values, or, though probably less often, the opportunity to counterargue

or belittle opposing perspectives, is likely to be an important motivator of choice of
media content and channels (Slater, 1997). Likewise, such attitudinal consistency is

likely to serve as a determinant of the amount and type of attention paid when
relevant content is encountered. The reinforcing spirals model emphasizes that the

use of a particular type of media content is likely to reinforce the needs and prefer-
ences that led to its use in the first place, helping sustain those particular needs and

desired gratifications. In this way, the reinforcing spirals perspective builds upon
selectivity and uses-and-gratifications research by including media effects themselves
as indicative of such behaviors.

Conclusion: Reinforcing Spirals of Selectivity and Effects as a Perspective

for Understanding Certain Individual and/or Social Processes

It is important to reemphasize that the spirals of selectivity and effects perspective
presented here has two primary aspects: (a) a description of individual-level media

use and influence processes over time and (b) a perspective on how such mutually
reinforcing processes of media use choices and their effects serve to maintain polit-

ical, religious, and lifestyle subcultures. One can certainly entertain the individual-
level approach without engaging with or accepting the social-level possibilities. The
reverse, however, is not true.

The individual-level model has encouraging initial empirical support (e.g.,
Eveland et al., 2003; Slater et al., 2003, 2004). It provides a way of understanding

communication channel and content selectivity and corresponding effects as a single,
dynamic, process. This is not, of course, a call for all media effects studies to engage

this full process. Clearly, when new phenomena are being explored or new theories
developed, smaller-scale and more modest efforts are both sensible and are often

logistically the only reasonable option. It is my position, however, that for relatively
mature areas of communication research—such as studies of media effects on
aggression, and media and political involvement—a focus on dynamic processes

over time is essential if our theorizing and our impact on the social sciences are to
move forward.

The more macro, social-level version of the spirals of selectivity and effects model
is clearly more speculative. Nonetheless, it leads to some useful ideas with respect to

existing theories, such as framing and agenda-setting, and highlights a variety of
research questions and possible methods for their study. More importantly, if empir-

ical support is found, this approach to looking at the dynamic relationship between
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communication selectivity and effects may help provide a framework for placing
communication selectivity and effects processes at the center of explorations of

political, religious, and lifestyle identity and conflict.
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