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Section 7: Media Literacy in the Future

Argument for the Need for a Cognitive
Theory of Media Literacy

W. JAMES POTTER
University of California–Santa Barbara

The thesis of this article is that the individual should be regarded as the locus of media liter-
acy—not schools, parents, or the media industries. Furthermore, the article argues that it is
not sufficient to educate individuals about the nature of the media and the potential harm of
various messages. There is an issue more fundamental than education and that is the building
of greater understanding about how the human mind works. Therefore, we need a cognitive
theory that will focus on the special characteristics of media exposure and will explain how
people filter messages and construct meaning from those messages.

Keywords: media literacy; cognitive theory; media effects

The thesis of this article is that there is a strong and primary need for a cognitive
theory of media literacy. This position is supported by two principles. The first
principle is that the individual is prime, that is, all other concerns are secondary
to the individual. The second principle is that within the individual, cognition is
of central importance, that is, changes in behavior build from cognitions. Edu-
cating people to be more media literate involves far more than simply making
them aware of the media content, motives of the media industries, and the poten-
tial negative effects; it needs to build from a deep understanding about how peo-
ple use the media in their everyday lives, how people come to believe that their
media usage is functional to achieving their goals, and how unwanted effects
accumulate as byproducts of everyday exposure.

At present, we are not in a position to design educational experiences that
would effect meaningful and lasting changes, because we do not yet know
enough about how the human mind works during media exposures. A cognitive
theory of media literacy is needed to orient research most efficiently toward the
questions and issues that could contribute the greatest knowledge concerning
how people interact with the media, how those interactions shape cognitions,
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and how those programmed cognitive routines lead to positive as well as nega-
tive behaviors in individuals. Then, with this knowledge, we will be in a much
better position to design educational experiences that would create meaningful
changes in how people think about the media and how they use them.

INDIVIDUAL IS PRIME

Scholars who have written about media literacy typically have presented it as
a means of solving some sort of problem with society, its institutions, or individ-
uals. The argument follows the reasoning that the media present messages that
are harmful in some way, and that the best way to protect people from that harm
is to pressure the media to change their practices, empower change agents (such
as parents and teachers), or educate individuals to a higher level of awareness.

The topic of media literacy has generated a rather large variety of writing.
Some scholars have focused on the cultural level and argued that the media cre-
ate a false consciousness in society to further their own ideological agenda
(Alvarado & Boyd-Barrett, 1992; Bazalgette, Bevort, & Savino, 1992; Brown,
1991; Masterman, 1980, 1985), and media literacy is therefore seen as a way to
empower individuals to be able to read media texts better (Buckingham, 1990;
Messaris, 1994; Meyrowitz, 1998; Potter, 2001; Zettl, 1998) or to be able to
identify the ideologies underlying media messages (Buckingham, 1998; Lewis
& Jhally, 1998). Scholars have written about the need for the institution of edu-
cation to focus more attention on media literacy (Anderson, 1980; Bazalgette,
1989; Blanchard & Christ, 1993; Buckingham, 1998; Christ & Blanchard,
1994; Hobbs, 1997; Kubey, 1997; Limburg, 1994; McLaren, Hammer, Sholle,
& Reilly, 1995; Piette & Giroux, 1997; Sholle & Denski, 1994; Silverblatt,
1995; Sinatra, 1986). And some organizations have advocated a stronger public
policy on media literacy (Aufderheide, 1993; Speech Communication Associa-
tion, 1996).

The task of changing society or institutions so they elevate the importance of
media literacy and devote substantial resources is an exceedingly difficult one.
There are substantial barriers to change (see Kubey, 1998). Also, despite contin-
ual public criticism about certain kinds of messages, the media industries show
little willingness to change content in response to public criticism. The media
industries are market driven, that is, they respond less to what people say than to
what people do—how they spend their time and money.

Society, education, and the media are all in a much more reactive than
proactive stance concerning media literacy. If substantial and lasting change is
to come about, it will be in response to a shift in demand for different messages
from large numbers of individuals. Therefore the individual is prime, whereas
the media industries and society and its institutions are more downstream of the
actions of individuals.
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FOCUS ON HUMAN COGNITION

The second principle supporting my thesis is that within the individual, cog-
nition is prime, that is, changes in behavior follow from cognitions. There are
two reasons why cognition is the focal point of the individual. First, it focuses
attention on how people think. The more we understand this, the more we can
locate how media messages amplify the positive things people want to achieve
and how those messages lead to risk of negative effects. Second, taking a cogni-
tive approach challenges us to be more careful about assessing the cognitive
structures people already have. Too often, scholars writing about media literacy
have assumed that increasing a person’s awareness about particular media mes-
sages or about the media industries in general will stimulate a higher level of
media literacy. But there is much more to it than this. It is likely that people
already know many of the things that media literacy practitioners want to teach.
People might not know all the details or examples, but they do know more than
they are often given credit for—even children. The problem rests less with
awareness and more with acting on those perspectives. That is, the knowledge is
simply not very salient to most people in everyday exposures to media mes-
sages. Thus, the important question is this: Why are these perspectives not more
salient? A cognitive approach will help us build a better understanding about the
media information people already have and how they use it to construct
meaning.

There is a large cognitive literature, but it is mostly focused on interpersonal
and intrapersonal contexts. There are some cognitive theories that have been
used in media contexts, such as Bandura’s social learning theory (1973) and
social cognitive theory (1994) as well as Berkowitz’s priming theory (Jo &
Berkowitz, 1994), and these have stimulated some empirical tests of media
influence. But what is needed is a theory that focuses on the special and unique
characteristics in everyday media exposure over the long term.

With more knowledge about how the human mind works in interaction with
the flow of media messages, we can also address concerns about how parents
and other adults can help children during media exposures. Merely telling adults
to view television with their children is not much help, nor is telling parents to
talk to their children during viewing. What should parents say and why? Parents
who simply criticize television messages could turn their children off or lead
children to believe their parents have no credibility when it comes to under-
standing media messages. Many children may be more media literate in some
ways than are their parents, so perhaps it is the children who should be talking
with their parents as the adults view television.

With better knowledge about how to teach media literacy, we can address
concerns about the curriculum. For example, in what grades should different
elements be taught? What sequence of instruction? To what degree should the
teaching be skills based and to what degree should it be information based? To
what degree should the curriculum be liberal arts focused and to what extent
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should it be professionally oriented with production experiences? To what
extent should media literacy be a stand-alone course or set of courses? And to
what extent should media literacy be incorporated into other courses, such as lit-
erature, reading, history, social studies, and so forth?

Finally, we need much more knowledge before we try to exert pressure on
governmental regulators or on the media businesses. Media content is demand
driven. If the demand for a particular kind of message changes, the message
offerings will change. Urging businesses to stop offering messages for which
there is a high demand is worse than a waste of time on the part of the advocates;
it is arrogant, because advocates are telling the media industries to reject their
business practices and cut their profits because they, the advocates, do not like
the messages for some reason. Instead, advocates need to understand why indi-
viduals have created such a demand. Perhaps that understanding will lead them
to realize that the existing demand is not a bad thing; that is, it might be the case
that when people expose themselves to all those “bad” messages, they are laugh-
ing at them and thereby reinforcing their own “good” beliefs. But if the demand
is found to be bad for the individuals, then the advocates need to work to con-
vince individuals of this and thereby change the demand.

NEED FOR A COGNITIVE THEORY OF MEDIA LITERACY

Although the media literacy literature is full of fascinating insights and stim-
ulating arguments, there is something missing—there is little evidence that
changes in public policy or educational institutions will bring about significant
and lasting improvement in the public’s level of media literacy. Furthermore,
there is little evidence thus far that individual interventions by parents or
researchers produce lasting changes in a person’s media literacy (see
Nathanson, 2001). Part of the reason for this lack of evidence is that the empiri-
cal research testing different forms of elevating individuals’ levels of media lit-
eracy is sparse. It is also relatively recent and characteristic of a new research
area; there is some confusion about the definition of key concepts and ways to
proceed.

Interactions with the media are different from nonmedia interactions. A the-
ory of media literacy needs to begin with a sensitivity to this condition and then
build an understanding of how people encounter media messages. I suggest that
such a theory needs to be built on four major ideas, as follows.

First, we need to recognize that individuals’ interactions with the media are
almost always in a state of automaticity. The flood of media messages is so great
and so constant that most people stay in a relatively unconscious state where
their attention is governed by automatic routines.

Second, these automatic routines are largely conditioned by the media. That
is, the media create and shape schema about story formulas. The media condi-
tion people to think certain things are important whereas other things are not.

Potter / COGNITIVE THEORY OF MEDIA LITERACY 269

 at New School Digital Library on October 17, 2011abs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://abs.sagepub.com/


And the media set definitions of relationships, success, attractiveness, health,
and many other things that channel the way people live their lives.

Third, people have a personal locus that can override the automatic routines,
but they rarely use this override. The personal locus is shaped by information
and by drive states. Although information is important to direct drives, the drives
are what provide energy for action. Information alone will not provide action.
Therefore a media literacy program that focuses only on providing awareness
will have little effect; such a program must also generate a drive state. A cogni-
tive theory needs to deal with both drives and the use of information.

And fourth, a theory of media literacy needs to deal with the information pro-
cessing tasks of filtering, meaning matching, and meaning construction. As for
filtering, the challenge is no longer how to get information but how to protect
oneself from the flood of messages that aggressively compete for an individual’s
attention. We know that people encounter almost all of this information while
they are in a state of automaticity, that is, where exposure is unconscious and fol-
lowing automatic routines. We need to make a distinction between meaning
matching and meaning construction. There are times when we encounter a sym-
bol in a media message and we are able to use our competencies that we learned
early in life, such as recognizing the meaning of a word in a sentence, an image
in an advertisement, or icon on a computer screen; we simply and automatically
match the meaning with the referent in the media message. We have learned the
authoritative meaning and retain this connection between referent and meaning
in our schemas. But there are other times when there is no connection in our cog-
nitive structures; we must use higher level skills to construct a meaning.

We need a theory that can address these questions and that can generate
research to increase our understanding about the concerns they raise. I have
engaged in an attempt to construct such a cognitive theory of media literacy by
structuring a system of explanation from the questions I laid out above (see Pot-
ter, 2004). In this theory, I translate some of the predictions and findings
reported in the cognitive psychology literature into a media context. Some of
this is empirical and some is speculation. My goal is to generate more thinking
where the two great literatures of media literacy and cognitive psychology
overlap.

CONCLUSION

A cognitive theory of media literacy would help direct attention to how peo-
ple encounter the massive flow of media messages in their everyday lives, that is,
how they make filtering decisions, how they efficiently make connections of
symbols in the messages with learned meanings, and how they construct novel
meaning for themselves. A theory that could stimulate research into the most
important and pressing concerns about these issues would help build knowledge
at the prime point of understanding—the human mind. This knowledge could
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help us design interventions for parents and teachers, it could help individuals
alter their behavior in a way to empower them to use the media rather than
default to the media using them. These changes in the behavior of individuals
could accumulate to shift the market for media messages and for educational
experiences.
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