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From the day you are born until the day you die,
you stand in the midst of gift-giving and gift-receiving
dilemmas. Every relationship you will ever have offers
the possibility of communicating through social objects
(transformed by the gifting process). Further, every gift
you receive requires that you attempt to decode the
intended message of the giver, then challenges you
with an added interpersonal burden of appropriate gift
reciprocation. Unfortunately, gift objects do not speak
for themselves. They require decoding.

Today, social gifting behaviors stand at an
intriguing scholarly intersection—where the paths of
communication, culture, social psychology, philoso-
phy, and marketing meet. While people exchange gifts
interpersonally, they are increasingly influenced in
their object-choices and gratitude-reactions by mass
media marketing. The culture of gift giving and receiv-
ing is a rich arena for our academic attention, as people
are increasingly reporting stress, disappointment, anxi-
ety, and misunderstandings when they anticipate or
participate in social gifting.

As a form of social exchange, gifts both create
and re-create relationships. The idealized gift, howev-
er, requires the union of the right object with the right
person at the right time—a challenging social intersec-
tion, at best. Berking (1999) argued that gift giving is a
primal phenomenon of society through which commu-
nities reproduce themselves, while Cheal (1988)
claimed that scholars have neglected an opportunity to
probe the manner in which gifts organize both intima-
cy and community between donors and recipients. The

language of gifts is tightly woven into our everyday
social interactions. Belk (1979) identified interperson-
al communication, in fact, as one of the primary func-
tions of gift giving (together with socialization or
social and economic exchange). 

Giving gifts functions to establish, define, repair,
maintain, or enhance interpersonal relationships, yet
has been largely neglected by interpersonal scholars.
Consumer scholars Sherry, McGrath, and Levy (1993)
recognized that gift exchange may be one of the few
remaining crucial social incidents of significance, test-
ing relational ties on the marketplace. While Komter
and Vollegergh (1997) have suggested that gift giving
functions as the cement of social relationships, Sherry
et al. (1993) maintained that relational gifting may also
forge a painful juncture between separately-held per-
sonal myths about givers and receivers. Failed gifts, in
fact, can trigger relational trauma. Givers may be reluc-
tant, receivers ungrateful, or occasions poorly-defined.
As a result, relational gift-giving and receiving may be
accompanied by high levels of anxiety. 

Gifts speak volumes about our relational percep-
tions and expectations, yet gift behaviors have been
primarily investigated by marketing scholars. This is
surprising, in light of the prominence of interpersonal
gift-giving messages throughout the relational lifespan:
in families, in friendships, in romances, and between
working colleagues. Bloom (1999) points out that we
are vulnerable when we pay attention to our gifting his-
tories; to talk about the gifts we give or get requires that
we actually talk about ourselves and our relationships. 
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The Shadow Side of Social Gift-Giving: 
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sunwolf@scu.edu

I know what I have given you.
I do not know what you have received.

—Porchia (1969)

1. Gifting as Dilemma: Gifts Do Not Speak for Themselves
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2. The Communication Culture of Social Gifts

This review considers, at the outset, the commu-
nication culture of gifts, with a focus on the intricate
pattern of messages between givers and receivers. (No
attempt is made in this article to cover intercultural,
organizational, esoteric, or charitable gift-giving prac-
tices, all gift-giving events worthy of our scholarly
attention.) This article focuses on studies that have
highlighted “miscommunication” as an outcome of the
gifting transaction. In addition, the neglected role of

gift receiver is illuminated, in a model that illustrates
psychosocial “noises” that interfere with intended gift
messages (Figure 1, Sunwolf, in press). 

A. Using a Receiver-Centered Model of
Relational Gift Communication

This Psychosocial Noise Model of Gift Giving
describes receiver-centered variables that explain mis-
communication during interpersonal gift giving. A gift-

receiver’s personal “psychosocial-noise” can
cloud or distort the symbolic message(s) that
were intended by a gift-giver. Figure 1 illus-
trates a few of the specific noises through
which a gift message is filtered by a receiver:
(a) expectations; (b) self- concept; (c) relation-
al perceptions; (d) assumptions; (e) relational
goals; (f) gifting history; (g) gender; (h) cultur-
al values; (i) social roles; and (j) attributions. 

The emphasis of prior research on giver-
centered variables has marginalized the recipi-
ent’s role during relational gift-exchanges.
Representative studies of this giver-focus are
summarized in Table 1 on pages 5-8, offering
descriptions of the participants of the studies,
the variables studied, as well as the findings.
At the same time, Table 2 on page 9 offers use-
ful exemplars of some of the receiver-focused
studies available to date. Otnes, Lowrey, and
Kim (1993) have complained that most gift-
exchange research has been, in fact, “giver-
centric.” Since any giver’s decision-making
processes, goals, or strategies will vary
(depending, in part, on the recipient), we need
to expand our knowledge about receiver-cen-
tered gifting variables. As Rucker, Balch,
Higham, and Schenter (1992) point out,
research consistently supports an everyday
intuition that not all gifts are successful.
However clear any giver may feel about the
meaning intended behind a gift-choice—once
the gift is offered, a receiver faces the commu-
nication challenge of gift-interpretation. 

Gift receivers may have pre-existing
expectations about a gift, together with theFigure 1. Model of gift-receivers’ psychosocial noises that cloud

relational messages intended by gift-givers. (text continues on page 8)
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reality that the gift may or may not be consistent with
self-concept or perception of the giver-receiver rela-
tionship. As eloquently pointed out in early field work
of Appadurai (1986), objects and things take on social
meaning, which has been confirmed more recently by
Doyle (1999) who examined the social meanings of
both money and property. As a result, gift donors attach
personal meaning-making cognitions to a gift.
Receivers are challenged to correctly interpret that
meaning, yet they carry independent assumptions
about gift occasions, the social meaning of objects, and
gift intent. 

This model illuminates gift-message miscommu-
nication. Any gift may match or diverge from a receiv-
er’s relational goals (whether the relationship is one of
business, family, friendship, or romance). At the same
time, each receiver has life experiences both receiving
and giving gifts, (some of which may have been with
this particular giver); prior experiences will presum-
ably have included both successful and failed gifts. As
a result, a gift receiver interprets a gift through a cloud
of conscious (or unconscious) gift comparisons, hopes,
standards, and values. Figure 1 illustrates the manner
in which any gift-message must be filtered through the
receiver’s socialized gender, cultural values (including
organizational, community, religious, or ethnic cul-
tures), and attribution making processes (e.g., personal
theories about what causes something to happen).
These variables set the social perceptual lenses through
which gifts are perceived by receivers. As suggested by
the model, ultimately, it may be that the gift given is
never the gift that is received.

B. The Cultural Theater Where Gift-Giving Is
Performed

We don’t see things as they are.
We see things as we are.

—Anais Nin

People impart meaning to objects, but we each do
this differently. Problems arise when we assume that
other people are giving objects the same meaning and
value that we are giving them. Humans are Pleistocene-
era hunter-gatherers; our brains have not significantly
evolved from the brains that were needed to survive
many millennia past. One scholar of marketing psy-
chology observed, “Some of us may be surrounded by
uncountable amounts of people, wealth, and luxury, but
we are all operating as if we were solving problems in
the context of small clans and scare resources”St

ud
y
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(Hantula, 2003, p. 758). For all of us, our perceptions of
the world are an intriguing intersection between what
may be out there and what we individually bring to the
process of paying attention to it. We all play roles in the
performance of social gift exchanges, but the scripts
have been written long ago, as perceptual and neuro-
logical codes in our brains (Sunwolf, in press).

While we have all been performing gift comedies,
tragedies, and dramas, the researchers most likely to be
sitting in the front rows of the Gifting Theater have
been scholars from consumer and marketing research.
Anthropologists have bought tickets; sociologists and
philosophers attend, but the season ticket holders, for
decades, have been researchers intrigued with influ-
encing our product buying behaviors. Consumer
behaviorists, advertisers, and marketing psychologists
are interested in why people buy (and, corresponding-
ly, why they do not buy) various objects. The modern
marketing age, in fact—which is now largely situated
in both virtual and physical shopping malls—has inter-
ested itself with why people buy things they do not
actually need.

To date, the most valuable attempt to synthesize
research about gifts was that of two scholars (Otnes
and Beltramini) in 1996, who edited an excellent book
that brought together articles by a variety of top con-
sumer researchers. In fact, however, scholars from a
variety of disciplines (rarely relational scholars) have
taken some useful stabs at gathering specific informa-
tion about gift givers and their social thinking and
object-decision processes. Poe (1977) reported that
gifts are used to convey symbolic relational messages,
including relationship status, the promise of future
interaction, or statements of affection, concern, or
domination. Cheal (1987) found that gifts were used as
ritual offerings, as a sign of involvement in or connect-
edness to another person. In offering a gift-object, an
early study by Schwartz (1967) discovered that givers
were attempting to transmit to receivers the mental
image the giver carried of the receiver. Consistent with
Schwartz’s findings, Goodwin, Smith, and Spiggle
(1990) reported that giving guns to a male child mod-
eled a preferred gender identity by the giver, while the
giving of cigars after a baby is born allows a father to
perform masculinity. 

The shadow side of the cultural traditions and
rules surrounding gift giving, however, indicates the
negative feelings that emerge during the transaction.
Gift-giving may affect the duration of relationships, as
investigated recently by Huang and Yu (2000), who

surveyed students about their on-going or dissolved
dating relationships and found that when used too fre-
quently or too rarely, gift-giving predicted relational
spoilage. Strained relationships have been found to be
tied to issues concerning gift-giving obligations. Otnes
et al. (1993) reported that some givers pawned off their
gift obligations to someone else, while other givers
experienced painful psychological reactions to the gift
task (feelings that their ability to act freely was
impaired). These researchers reported two strategies
used for gift giving in negatively-valenced relation-
ships: (a) to pass on a previously-owned item, or (b) to
“settle,” by selecting a gift that seemed to meet mini-
mal relational requirements. 

C. Gift-Brains: The Biological Foundation
Behind the Gifting Culture

The more you learn about the brain’s architec-
ture, the more you recognize that what happens
in your head is more like an orchestra than a
soloist, with dozens of players contributing to
the overall mix. —Johnson (2004, p. 6)

Imagine the brain, that shiny mound of being,
that mouse-gray parliament of cells, that dream
factory, that petite tyrant inside a ball of bone,
that huddle of neurons calling all the plays, that
little everywhere, that fickle pleasuredrome, that
wrinkled wardrobe of selves stuffed into the
skull like too many clothes into a gym bag.

—Ackerman (2004, p. 3)

The human mind spins. It is a natural spinner and
strongly resists being stopped. The human mind resists
being turned off or even slowed down. It much prefers
spinning from thought to thought, from anxiety to
calm, and from topic to topic. The mind’s spinning is
neither neat, nor is it organized. Ideas emerge fleeting-
ly, only to disappear again, solutions are started but
left unfinished, emotions remain unresolved, thoughts
are left dangling. This happens, consequently,
throughout a social gift exchange (for all of the partic-
ipants), but we often make no allowance for it.
Consequently, subtle messages are missed or received
in fragments. What other attributes of our biological
brains are affecting the way we make sense of and
experience social gift exchanges?

Scientists have been paying more attention, of
late, to a mosaic view of the human mind. Psychologist
Robert Ornstein (1986) argues that any one person has
many minds that account for the many different moods,
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decisions, attitudes, and strange choices each of us
experiences:

The cortex was the last part of the brain to
evolve. In the cortex decisions are made,
schemes are hatched, language is heard, music is
written, mathematics is created. The cortex is
like a quilt that covers the rest of the brain, fold-
ed so that it can fit within the small human head.
(p. 49)

We tend to think of people in simple dichotomies: as
emotional or rational, as conscientious or lazy, as hon-
orable or dishonest, as moody or centered, all either/or
frames. The answer may be that most of us are, in fact,
both sides of such dichotomies. Allowing for a mosaic
view of our biological brains makes room for under-
standing the multitude of frames of mind through
which each of us, situation by situation, processes and
makes sense of the gifts we give (and get). There are
many lobes stimulated in a person’s brain by a new fact
or experience, and, consequently, more than one place
where the new information is mentally stored. We each
experience gift failures, attempt to interpret unexpect-
ed gift objects, and stress during gift decision making
in spite of our best efforts, in part, because our minds
operate differently, even under similar circumstances.

When we attempt a gift-choosing or gift-inter-
preting task in our social lives, we may have many
minds scrambling for attention—depending upon our
mood, recent experiences, expectations, and disposi-
tional inclinations at any point in time. We are many.

It is the crowd inside a person’s mind that is
judging a gift: the person’s sad self, tired self, upbeat
self, critical self, empathic self, curious self, attentive
self, apathetic self, self-in-pain—though these selves
will not all be present at the same time. We impose a
desire for consisten-
cy on other people,
but in learning that
they, like us, cannot
be consistent while
performing their role
in the gifting task
across time and
across relationships,
we will reduce our
anxiety when our
expectations are not
met. 

I am large, there
is a multitude
within.
—Walt Whitman

Drawing upon, in turn, a receiver-centered model
of gift communication, an understanding of the cultur-
al contexts in which our gift practices occur, and, final-
ly, an acknowledgement that any gift message is
received (and bent) by biological brains, what do we
know about failed gifts and the miscommunication of
intended gift messages?
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3. Gift-Giving: It May Not Be the Thought That Counts

There’s a “crowd”
in every person’s
mind, consequent-
ly there may be a
substantial crowd
attempting to
choose (or inter-
pret) any gift
object.

At its finest, the true gift is incandescent. It is the
token or treasure that lights up the other person,
that clarifies a friendship, that remains a lumi-
nous memory long after the gift itself may have
dematerialized. 

—Jacobsen (1985, p. 213)

I thought if I got him something he didn’t like, it
would reflect on me. It shouldn’t have mattered,
it should have been the thought that counted, but
it wasn’t exactly like that in this relationship.
—Female college student (Wooten, 2000, p. 87)

As noted above, the most valuable attempt to date
to synthesize gift giving research has arguably been the

edited book of Otnes and Beltramini (1996). Sherry,
McGrath, and Levy (1993) were the first scholars to
describe “the dark side of the gift,” highlighting for
marketers issues that may block or taint gift purchases.

Several models of the gift-giving transaction have
also been offered, including Rucker, Balch, Higham,
and Schenter’s (1992) three-stage model; Banks’
(1975) early four-stage model of purchase, interaction,
consumption, and communication; Belk and Coon’s
(1993) romantic love model; and an integrative model
of consumer gift search strategies offered by Otnes and
Woodruff (1991). The most-cited model in consumer
marketing research, however, is Sherry’s (1983) gift-
giving spiral, although its usefulness to relational schol-



ars is somewhat limited by its complexity (more than 90
variables and concepts portrayed). 

Some negative gift emotions may emerge based
upon the particular relationship in which the gift-giving
occurs. Gift-givers perceive some receivers as just
plain difficult. Roles that givers adopt appear to influ-
ence the relational strategies givers have for selecting
gifts, further varying by perceptions of recipient (“dif-
ficult” or “easy”), as first recognized in the research of
Otnes, Lowrey, and Kim (1993) who studied difficult
gift recipients, as perceived by givers. They reported
that gift givers characterize other people as “easy” or
“difficult” to shop for, in part stemming from some
aspect of the relationship (givers express one or more
social roles to recipients through gift exchange).
Komter and Vallebergh (1997) found gift giving both
produced and was motivated by different emotions
within different social relations (e.g., giving to children
produced more affection, while giving to extended kin
produced more obligation), while Caplow (1982)
found flow of gifts between adults and children was
heavily unbalanced throughout the lifespan (seven
times as many gifts to children as received in return),
with complex social rules embedded in a community’s
Christmas giving. At the same time, givers rely upon
receivers to help them out: when gift cues are missing,
the shadow side of giving is darker. Givers were found
to express greatest frustration when they had acquired
few cues from recipients as to what type of gift might
be acceptable (Otnes et al., 1993). Similarly, Wooten
(2000) investigated antecedents to gift tasks and found
that when givers had pre-gifting information that led
them to believe their gift choices would not be suc-
cessful, anxiety predictably increased. Prior gift criti-
cisms also became significant negative cues to consid-
er in future gift-choosing tasks.

The perceived mandatory nature of gift-giving situ-
ations triggers negative emotions for some. Motivations
of givers are affected by the notion of “owing” someone a
gift. Wolfinbarger and Yale (1993) concluded that inter-
personal gift giving is driven by three primary motiva-
tions: experiential, obligation, and practicality. Sherry

(1983) found gift-giving motivations range from altruistic
(which maximize receiver’s satisfaction) to agonistic
(which maximize giver’s satisfaction). A later study found
darkside motivations of givers, who described the burden
of giving (too time-consuming, too expensive, an obliga-
tion that never ends, Sherry et al., 1993). Extending dark-
side gift goals, Webley and Wilson (2001) pointed out that
a gift can intentionally transmit obligation, make receivers
feel inferior, display unequal status or wealth, and become
vehicles to perform social power. Larsen and Watson
(2001) argue that gifts given at formal (obligatory) occa-
sions will be less valued by receivers than spontaneous
gifts. Otnes et al. (1993) reported that some givers inter-
pret some situations as mandatory gift-exchanges, thus
have no sense of voluntariness about that process (e.g.,
socially-mandated). Further, the formality of a gift occa-
sion can trigger giver anxiety. Wooten (2000) reported
that the formality influence occurs in two ways: (a) strict
rules connected with formal occasion spark fear of rule
violations, and (b) formality signals the importance of the
occasion and the necessity for gift success. Wooten report-
ed one respondent who was anxious about a parental 25th
wedding anniversary, while another was afraid of choos-
ing an inadequate gift for a formal baby shower. Formal
occasion such as Christmas trigger elaborate gift-giving
rules that are unspoken, yet that must be socially commu-
nicated; Caplow (1984) discovered that without enforce-
ment agents and with little indignation against violators,
high participation in complex relational Christmas gift
rules predominated in one community.

Wooten (2000) found that the number of people
present when a gift was opened triggered gifting anxi-
ety (and potential miscommunication) for both givers
and receivers, as people reported painful gift compar-
isons and anticipated public judgments. Investigating
Christmas gift-giving, Caplow (1984) found an unwrit-
ten community-wide rule that all gifts must be wrapped
before being presented, with a subsidiary rule requiring
wrapping be appropriate, emblematic, and that
wrapped gifts be displayed before the opening (fre-
quently for many days). Social rules both control and
trigger gift stress for many.
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4. Gift-Receiving: “It’s just what I wanted!” [Not.]

A. “You shouldn’t have, really.”
In a recent study about the stresses of gift receiv-

ing, students poured out their frustrations as receivers

of gifts (Sunwolf, in press). The stimulus was in the
form of a stem question: “The hardest thing about
receiving a gift from someone else is:” 

• “Reacting the way they intended me to.”



• “Acting happy and thankful, even.” 
• “Making sure they know I like it.” 
• “Showing your feelings” 
• “Making them feel as good about giving it as I am

about receiving it.” 
• “Making sure my reactions were what they were

looking for.” 
• “Not knowing how they want you to react when

opening it.” 
• “Showing enough gratitude.” 
• “How to walk away from receiving. What to say?

Thank you, for the hundredth time?”
Such comments make the even the most hardened schol-
ar want to give these students, at the start of their life-
long journeys of relational gift-exchanges, a healing
hug! Students further made it clear that they do not know
how to cope with their own gift disappointments, as
receivers. For these students, examples of “The hardest
thing about receiving a gift from someone else” were:

• “The fear I will not like the gift.” 
• “Expressing, when I don’t like it.” 
• “When it is horrendous or unwanted.” 
• “Feeling the gift is not nearly as good or thoughtful

as the one I gave.” 
• “I never know if I’m going to like it. It’s hard for

me to put up a front.”
Every gift given creates two social obligations for the
receiver: Gift Gratitude and Gift Debt (Sunwolf, in
press). Both parties to the gift transaction know that
while these two relational obligations can be ignored
by a receiver, such a choice is likely to be accompanied
by a relational cost.

It can be painful to perform unfelt gratitude.
There is evidence from these data to support the con-
clusion that receiving gifts from others frequently rep-
resents painful social dilemmas for recipients, includ-
ing the dilemma of social deception, the dilemma of
reciprocity, and the dilemma of effort versus expecta-
tion. Some givers appear equally burdened. Extending
a finding by Wooten (2000), who described gift “per-
fectionism” as the propensity of some givers to set
extremely high standards for themselves (i.e., one of
Wooten’s female respondents admitted, “It’s very rare
for me to like the gift that I’m giving. Unless I’ve
found the perfect gift . . . then I’d rather not give a gift
at all.”), a 25-year old female in this study was
adamant, “No gift is better than a bad gift.”

The principle of psychological reciprocity may
trigger a cycle of felt mutual indebtedness, from which
it is difficult for some to escape. As Huang and Yu

(2000) point out, when reciprocal gift tasks are not per-
formed according to one party’s expectations, anxiety
is created for both giver and recipient, which becomes
a source of disappointment in the relationship. In addi-
tion, the dilemma of effort versus expectation emerged
for both givers and recipients. If the giving task
appeared effortless, recipients may judge a lack of
thoughtfulness and relational caring; at the same time,
if the gift selection task was thoughtful, complex, and
burdensome, giver-resentment may result, no matter
what gratitude is offered.

Little research to date has focused on a receiver’s
experience during the gifting interaction—even though
we recognize that the task of decoding a relational gift
message may be a challenging one. Receivers describe
the burden of gauging the motivation of the donor and
calibrating their own responses accordingly, as report-
ed in the research of Sherry et al. (1993). Yet, it is the
receiver’s interpretation of the gift-object that will trig-
ger symbolic transformation of an object. Too often
people report giving (or receiving) “wrong” gifts. Gift
receivers report transforming an inexpensive trinket
into a symbol of deepening friendship in Ruth et al.
(1999), while Sherry et al., (1993) found that the
“wrong” gift was judged by those who received it to be
impersonal, thoughtless, lack caring, or inappropriate,
and yet be long-remembered. 

One variable that may affect miscommunication
during relational gift-giving is gender. Gender has been
found to impact the relational interpretation givers and
receivers place on gift giving, as evidenced by the work
of McGrath (1995) who found females perceived gift
exchange relationships as significantly more intimate
than males. Caplow (1982, 1984) reported that married
women were largely responsible for Christmas gift giv-
ing but did not favor their own relatives over their hus-
bands’ kin. As Sherry and McGrath (1989) point out,
women have consistently been found to be predomi-
nant in gift-purchase efforts (consistent with gendered
socialization, where the female task is the work of kin-
ship and relational connection). Otnes and McGrath’s
(2001) finding that men use the “grab and go” strategy
for Valentine’s Day shopping may also explain the
reduced stress men feel as givers for this occasion. 

B. Now What? The Burden of Gift Disposition
Gift disposition has been overlooked in prior

research, which has typically focused on purchase (a
consumer marketing approach). In fact, however,
receivers control the ultimate disposition of an object—
whether the gift is rejected, kept (used or not used), dis-
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played, returned, or recycled (Sunwolf, in press). In an
age when we are being encouraged to simplify and
declutter our lives, many find themselves storing, dis-
playing, and agonizing about mountains of received
gifts. The shadow side of social gifting includes gift dis-
position, whether the object was never appreciated or
whether the glow has diminished over time. 

Jacoby, Berning, and Dietvorst (1977) confirmed
in an early study of consumer behavior that people
rationalize keeping objects they do not need, do not use,
or already have because the object was received as a
gift. Rucker, Balch, Highma, and Scenter (1992) found
one essential phase of the gift exchange process to be
“reformulation,” which included giving the gift to
someone else, returning it to the retailer, or rejecting it
at initial presentation. Rucker, et al. found clothing was
the most often reported “failed” gift, followed by deco-
rative household items. They reported that failed gifts,
in general, were more likely to have been given by non-
family, as opposed to either nuclear or extended family.

For receivers of unwanted gifts, is turnabout
fair play? Sherry, et al. (1992) report a “turnabout”

rule for gifts received: participants described how
paybacks for an unwelcome gift were woven into the
gift’s disposition, which they viewed as a type of
negative relational balancing. Unhappy receivers
seem to be faced with internal conflict and emotion-
al stress and use elaborate return rituals to displace
their negative feelings towards gift givers. Continued
movement of an unwanted gift may take the form of
either passing it to another person of equal status, as
was reported by Belk, Sherry, and Wallendorf (1988),
which they concluded might function to purge the
recipient of hurt. Reciprocation decisions by
receivers may be distorted by misperceptions of the
value of the gift received, as illustrated in the study
of Rucker, Leckliter, Kivel, Dinkel, Freitas, Wynes,
and Prato (1991). Relying upon opposite-sex roman-
tic pairs, they found that values of gifts from their
partners were consistently overestimated by females,
and that males were more likely to rely upon price as
the basis for judging equity in the exchange, while
females were more prone to consider whether the
recipient liked the gift.
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5. Unwrapping the Moral Dilemmas of Gifting

I ! having people open up gifts from me. I take
pride in spending a lot of thought and time into
“the perfect gift.” 

—19-year old female student
(Sunwolf, in press)

I overthink it. I don’t like to give gifts without
meaning. This causes a lot of problems. No gift
ever seems perfect.

—19-year old female student
(Sunwolf, in press)

The variables that make substantial contributions
to social gift stress involve moral values and dilemmas.
Illuminating the questions that burden our well-intend-
ed gift attempts reveals certain myths thriving in the
shadows of interpersonal gift exchanges.

A. Is there ever a Perfect Gift?
Answer: Maybe not. A gift object may be perfect

when you made it or acquired it, but no longer perfect
at the moment of giving. These are multivariable

waters. The search for the perfect gift may be doomed
and better resisted than indulged. 

Previous studies have consistently reported that
pressures to meet elusive and exacting standards caus-
es anxiety (i.e., Wooten, 2000, describing one student
who shared the emotional burdens of gift-seeking for a
friend who wanted the best of everything). As a result
of traumas associated with either giving or receiving
imperfect gifts, research to date suggests that many
people may be afflicted with active cases of “gifthate”
(Sunwolf, in press). One 21-year old male student’s
reaction exemplifies gifthate and the distasteful burden
he feels when anticipating gift exchange: “Gifts are the
epitome of capitalism. The idea that you have to buy in
relationships keeps our economy going.”

B. Is it Better to Give or Receive?

It is easier to receive than give for me. I usually
don’t know what to get people and I also don’t
like to see negative reactions when I give gifts.

—20-year old female (Sunwolf, in press)



Giving is so much more important than receiv-
ing. It might sound cliché, but I feel that if some-
one put any thought into it that it is obviously
special to them, and then to me!

—(age unknown) male student
(Sunwolf, in press)

Answer: It all depends. The difficult balance
between self and other and between genuineness and
artificiality is magnified for receivers who feel they
must manage the feelings of everyone else in the gift
exchange. As gift-receivers, they experience role
strain, which contributes to gifthate. Cheal (1987) first
applied dialectics to the issues in gift exchange,
describing the contradictory social matrix of intimacy
and independence that is challenged during gifting.
One 18-year old female respondent managed to crowd
a paragraph of feelings about her role as gift receiver
into a tiny space, with small careful printing: 

Christmas. I have to open each gift from extend-
ed family members in front of them. The entire
situation is flawed. I will undoubtedly like one
gift better than the other and will appreciate one
the most. But because every giver is watching, I
must equally show interest and like in all of the
gifts. As a result, the people who gave the best
gift won’t ever know how much I appreciate it,
because to them their gift is no different than any
of the others.

Wolfinbarger and Yale (1993) found that one of the
three motivations of interpersonal gift giving was obli-
gation, yet gift receivers dread receiving those gifts.
One 21-year old female receiver described the reality
that “obliged” gifts don’t fool anyone, and may burden
receivers, “The worst thing about giving gifts is doing
it only out of obligation. Being on the receiving end of
this is awful. I would rather not receive anything.”

If it is painful to perform unfelt gratitude, the
answer lies in digging deeper and experiencing grati-
tude. In short, the gift message was not the object.

C. Is Gift Competition a Winable Sport?
Answer: No. When gifts are opened to an audi-

ence or when multiple givers are present, compari-
son across gifts is facilitated. Givers who anticipate
this situational component may worry about their
gifts being good enough to elicit desired reactions,
as well as being good enough in light of other gifts
received. Gift giving may morph for some givers to
competitive-gifting or “gifting-to-win,” with atten-

dant stresses that accompany winning, losing, or
being publicly ranked.

Sometimes we give a gift that seems to make
someone happier, and we hold that success out as
regularly achievable in our gift competitions. We
even compete with our own prior (perceived) suc-
cesses. Objects may make people genuinely happier,
but not necessarily in the long run. However, having
a desired object always leaves people free to want
something else.

Adorno (1974) suggested 30 years ago that peo-
ple had begun forgetting how to give presents:

Even private giving of presents has degenerated to
a social function exercised with rational bad grace,
careful adherence to the prescribed budget, skepti-
cal appraisal of the other and the least possible
effort. Real giving had its joy in imagining the joy
of the receiver. It means choosing, expending time,
going out of one’s way, thinking of the other as a
subject: the opposite of distraction. Just this, hard-
ly anyone is now able to do. (p. 42)

Today, our relational gifts are largely economic
purchases. This is a moral dilemma for givers. Tom
Beaudoin (2003), a Religious Studies professor at
Santa Clara University, has suggested that one of the
most challenging areas of integrating spirituality with
economic decisions is enveloped in gift purchases. In
Consuming Faith: Integrating Who We Are With What
We Buy, Beaudoin suggests that we should morally
consider the human cost of gift objects (third world
laborers, environmental destruction, toxic waste).
Beaudoin (2004) persuasively argues that we can inte-
grate our gift practices with our conscious choices
about how to live, considering the gift chain (those who
make, purchase, receive, and dispose of our gifts):

Framing our holiday gift practices as opportuni-
ties for affirmatives of dignity, as occasions for
practicing thankfulness for the gifts that we are,
helps make the holidays a spiritual exercise. Not
to sound too pious, but this may require a new
commitment to prayer or meditation in order to
help us consent to a new perspective on our gift
practices. (p. 12)

The moral dilemma for receivers, on the other
hand, may lie in wanting what we have. Our desire for
objects may taint the relational messages people are
trying to share with us in gifts. Miller (1995) is a cog-
nitive psychologist who engages in a lively moral
debate that encourages us to reflect on the effects our
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possessions may have on us. Failed gifts can be the
product of our struggle with our continual yearning for
things. The suffering of gift receivers has been under-
explored, but is embedded in moral questions, which
help us redefine our personal gift practices.

It should always come from the heart, and if they
laugh at you or don’t appreciate it—it is their
heart that is small, not yours.

—16-year old female student 
(Sunwolf, in press)
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6. New Lenses for Looking at an Old Event: Rewrapping Gift Scholarship

Larsen and Watson (2001) concluded that the type
of gift given is always a reflection of the type of rela-
tionship and that as relationships become more intimate,
gifts become more expressive. Nominal gift giving, in
fact, may constitute little more than the ritual exchange
(and subsequent disposal) of merchandise. Relational
gift giving at its best, however, is not a prerequisite to a
close relationship, but one of its symptoms.

Here, several questions are urged that are worthy
of our consideration as teaching-scholars: (a) In what
ways can we include gift giving in the content of col-
lege courses on relationships in ways that help our stu-
dents redefine their gift practices? (b) Can our person-
al research agendas in mass media, film, journalism,
rhetoric, or interpersonal scholarship be enriched to
include gift messages and relational outcomes? and (c)
What theories that explain the processes of social gift
giving and receiving in relationships can be developed
or imported to add to our understanding of this funda-
mental communication event?

I recently explored the intriguing intersection
between several communication perspectives and con-
cepts from our sister social sciences and offered
Decisional Regret Theory to explain and describe
painful decision-making (Sunwolf, 2006). Decisional
Regret Theory suggests that when we are faced with
salient personal decisions, we begin to anticipate
choice-regret, which makes us anxious. We attempt to
reduce that anxiety by telling ourselves, then sharing
with others, counterfactual stories about the possible
consequences of our choice (what-if and if-only sto-
ries). This counterfactual-storythinking is useful for
explaining the painful process of gift choosing and gift
interpretation. Recent explorations of a “science of
happiness” have suggested that new understandings of
our brain’s hard wiring show we are often wrong about
what will, in fact, bring us (or others) happiness
(Layard, 2005; Nettle, 2005). These happiness studies
offer new explanations about why some people are
happy and others are not that have rich application for
explaining failed gift messages.

Studies that illuminate the shadow side issues of
relational gift giving, in particular, offer an opportuni-
ty for communication scholars who adopt an applied
focus to their research: interpersonal skills, scripts,
interventions, and proscriptions can be proposed and
tested that may suggest tools to reduce gift stress and
offer a more rewarding place for social gifting in all
relationships. As recently as 1999, Ruth et al. asserted
that no study had examined exactly how gifts can
affect relationships, or what aspects of the gift
exchange contribute to relational realignments. Bloom
(1999) has predicted that traumatic relational gift giv-
ing will not change without more direct relational com-
munication—not about the gift, but about who we are
to each other. Which, in itself, might be a terrific gift.

Appendix: The Gift of Story

The Gifts of Wali Dad

A Tale of India and Pakistan

retold by Aaron Shepard

[Aaron Shepard is an award-winning author,
folklorist, and musician, who generously shares with
the public much of his work on his webcite:
www.aaronshep.com. This story was previously pub-
lished as a beautifully illustrated children’s book under
the same title by Antheneum (1995) and is printed here
with permission (a gift from the author who holds the
copyright). This is a retelling of “Story of Wali Dâd the
Simple-hearted,” found in Andrew Lang’s 1904 written
collection of oral folktales: Brown Fairy Book. The tale
was given to Lang by a Major Campbell—a British
army officer stationed in India’s Punjab—who heard it
from “an Indian.” Since the Punjab was later split
between India and Pakistan, this version’s author,
Aaron Shepard, thought it best to attribute the tale to
both countries. The dominant influences of the story



are Islamic and Zoroastrian rather than Hindu. The
paisa is the smallest Indian coin. Peris are an import
from Persian mythology. Originally considered evil,
their image changed gradually to benevolent beings
akin to fairies or angels. It is said they feed only on the
odor of perfume.]

In a mud hut far from town lived an old grass-cut-
ter named Wali Dad. Every morning, Wali Dad cut and
bundled tall, wild grass. Every afternoon, he sold it as
fodder in the marketplace. Each day, he earned 30
paisa. Ten of the small coins went for food. Ten went
for clothes and other needs. And ten he saved in a clay
pot under his bed. In this manner Wali Dad lived hap-
pily for many years.

One evening, Wali Dad dragged out the pot to see
how much money it held. He was amazed to find that
his coins had filled it to the brim. “What am I to do
with all this money?” he said to himself. “I need noth-
ing more than I have.” Wali Dad thought and thought.
At last he had an idea.

The next day, Wali Dad loaded the money into a
sack and carried it to a jeweler in the marketplace. He
exchanged all his coins for a lovely gold bracelet. Then
Wali Dad visited the home of a traveling merchant.
“Tell me,” said Wali Dad, “in all the world, who is the
noblest lady?”

“Without doubt,” said the merchant, “it is the
young queen of Khaistan. I often visit her palace, just
three days’ journey to the east.” “Do me a kindness,”
said Wali Dad. “The next time you pass that way, give
her this little bracelet, with my compliments.” The
merchant was astonished, but he agreed to do what the
ragged grass-cutter asked.

Soon after, the merchant found himself at the
palace of the queen of Khaistan. He presented the
bracelet to her as a gift from Wali Dad. “How love-
ly!” she said, admiring the bracelet. “Your friend
must accept a gift in return. My servants will load a
camel with the finest silks.” When the merchant
arrived back home, he brought the silks to the hut of
Wali Dad. 

“Oh, no!” said the grass-cutter. “This is worse than
before! What am I to do with such finery?” “Perhaps,”
said the merchant, “you could give it to someone else.”
Wali Dad thought for a moment. “Tell me,” he said, “in
all the world, who is the noblest man?”

“That is simple,” said the merchant. “It is the
young king of Nekabad. His palace, too, I often visit,
just three days’ journey to the west.”

“Then do me another kindness,” begged Wali
Dad. “On your next trip there, give him these silks,
with my compliments.” The merchant was amused, but
he agreed. On his next journey, he presented the silks
to the king of Nekabad. “A splendid gift!” said the
king, admiring the silks. “In return, your friend must
have 12 of my finest horses.” So the merchant brought
the king’s horses to Wali Dad.

“This grows worse and worse!” declared the old
man. “What could I do with 12 horses?” But after a
moment Wali Dad said, “I know who should have such
a gift. I beg you, keep two horses for yourself, and take
the rest to the queen of Khaistan!” The merchant
thought this was very funny, but he consented. On his
next visit to the queen’s palace, he gave her the horses.

Now the queen was perplexed. She whispered to
her prime minister, “Why does this Wali Dad persist in
sending gifts? I have never even heard of him!” The
prime minister said, “Why don’t you discourage him?
Send him a gift so rich, he can never hope to match it.”

So in return for the ten horses from Wali Dad, the
queen sent back 20 mules loaded with silver.

When the merchant and mules arrived back at the
hut, Wali Dad groaned. “What have I done to deserve
this? Friend, spare an old man! Keep two mules and
their silver for yourself, and take the rest to the king of
Nekabad!” The merchant was getting uneasy, but he
could not refuse such a generous offer. So not long
after, he found himself presenting the silver-laden
mules to the king of Nekabad.

The king, too, was perplexed and asked his prime
minister for advice. “Perhaps this Wali Dad seeks to
prove himself your better,” said the prime minister.
“Why not send him a gift he can never surpass?” So the
king sent back 20 camels with golden anklets, 20 hors-
es with golden bridles and stirrups, 20 elephants with
golden seats mounted on their backs, and 20 liveried
servants to care for them all.

When the merchant guided the servants and ani-
mals to Wali Dad’s hut, the grass-cutter was beside
himself. “Will bad fortune never end? Please, do not
stop for a minute! Keep for yourself two of each ani-
mal, and take the rest to the queen of Khaistan!”

“How can I go to her again?” protested the mer-
chant. But Wali Dad pleaded so hard, the merchant con-
sented to go just once more. This time, the queen was
stunned by the magnificence of Wali Dad’s gift. She
turned again to her prime minister. “Clearly,” said the
prime minister, “the man wishes to marry you. Since his
gifts are so fine, perhaps you should meet him!”
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So the queen ordered a great caravan made ready,
with countless horses, camels, and elephants. With the
trembling merchant as guide, she and her court set out to
visit the great Wali Dad. On the third day, the caravan
made camp, and the queen sent the merchant ahead to
tell Wali Dad of her coming. When Wali Dad heard the
merchant’s news, his head sank to his hands. “Oh, no!”
he moaned. “Now I will be paid for all my foolishness. I
have brought shame on myself, on you, and on the
queen. What are we to do?” “I fear we can do nothing!”
said the merchant, and he headed back to the caravan.

The next morning, Wali Dad rose before dawn.
“Good-bye, old hut,” he said. “I will never see you
again.” The old grass-cutter started down the road. But
he had not gone far when he heard a voice. “Where are
you going, Wali Dad?”

He turned and saw two radiant ladies. He knew at
once they were peris from Paradise. Wali Dad sank to
his knees and cried, “I am a stupid old man. Let me go
my way. I cannot face my shame!” “No shame can
come to such as you,” said one of the peris. “Though
your clothes are poor, in your heart you are a king.”

The peri touched him on the shoulder. To his
amazement, he saw his rags turn to fine clothes. A jew-
eled turban sat on his head. The rusty sickle at his waist
was now a gleaming scimitar. “Return, Wali Dad,” said
the other peri. “All is as it should be.”

Wali Dad looked behind him. Where his hut had
stood, a splendid palace sparkled in the rising sun. In
shock, he turned to the peris, but they had vanished.
Wali Dad hurried back along the road. As he entered
the palace, the guards gave a salute. Servants bowed to
him, then rushed here and there, preparing for the visi-
tors. Wali Dad wandered through countless rooms, gap-
ing at riches beyond his imagining. Suddenly, three ser-
vants ran up.

“A caravan from the east!” announced the first.
“No,” said the second, “a caravan from the west!”
“No,” said the third, “caravans from both east and

west!”
The bewildered Wali Dad rushed outside to see

two caravans halt before the palace. Coming from the
east was a queen in a jeweled litter. Coming from the
west was a king on a fine horse. Wali Dad hurried to the
queen. “My dear Wali Dad, we meet at last,” said the
queen of Khaistan. “But who is that magnificent king?”

“I believe it is the king of Nekabad, Your
Majesty,” said Wali Dad. “Please excuse me for a
moment.” He rushed over to the king. “My dear Wali
Dad, I had to meet the giver of such fine gifts,” said the
king of Nekabad. “But who is that splendid queen?”

“The queen of Khaistan, Your Majesty,” said Wali
Dad with a smile. “Please come and meet her.” And so
the king of Nekabad met the queen of Khaistan, and the
two fell instantly in love. A few days later their mar-
riage took place in the palace of Wali Dad. And the cel-
ebration went on for many days. At last Wali Dad had
said good-bye to all his guests. 

The very next morning, he rose before dawn,
crept quietly from the palace, and started down the
road. But he had not gone far when he heard a voice.
“Where are you going, Wali Dad?” He turned and saw
the two peris. Again he sank to his knees. “Did I not tell
you I am a stupid old man? I should be glad for what I
have received, but . . . .” “Say no more,” said the other
peri. “You shall have your heart’s desire.” And she
touched him again.

So Wali Dad became once more a grass-cutter, liv-
ing happily in his hut for the rest of his days. And though
he often thought warmly of his friends the king and
queen, he was careful never to send them another gift.
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Editor’s Afterword

Although we often think of gift exchange as a
joyful occasion, Professor Sunwolf reveals a “shadow
side” in the various examples discussed in the works
she has reviewed. Some of the outcomes are humor-
ous, as in the Punjabi story, “The Gifts of Wali Dad,”
related by Aaron Shepard and quoted by Sunwolf, in
which a poor woodcutter innocently starts a series of
gift exchanges that escalates until it can only be

brought to a satisfactory conclusion by divine inter-
vention and a royal marriage. Most of the “shadows”
in the stories stem from motivations or interpretations
present in the minds of either the giver or receiver of
the gift, which are not shared by the other. They may
differ so completely from the understandings and
affects aroused in the other party by the transaction
that, as some of the authors point out, a gift intended



by the giver as a compliment is taken as a dire insult
by the receiver.

Gift exchanges seem to be a cultural universal
and a serious dimension of social living, manifested in
some form by all human societies. In some societies,
such as that of the Trobriand Islanders studied by
Bronislaw Malinowski, and described in his book
Argonauts of the Western Pacific (London, 1922), gift
giving ritual has become such a central theme that it
seems to define the whole culture. The dilemmas and
miscommunications that accompany such exchanges
also appear to be present in all cultures. If interpreta-
tions of these interactions can vary among people of
the same cultural backgrounds they certainly can be
expected to influence intercultural relations to an even
greater degree; although such relations, as Sunwolf
notes, are outside the scope of this paper. Furthermore,
they extend to non-material “gifts” and favors as well.

In her study of Japanese culture, The
Chrysanthemum and the Sword (Boston, 1946), writ-
ten to help American military planners try to under-
stand Japanese strategy and tactics in the Second
World War, anthropologist Ruth Benedict highlighted
the way favors done for one might, in fact, arouse so
strong a sense of obligation that they are resented
rather than valued. The unpaid “debt” is felt to be a
heavy burden insistently demanding repayment by
the one who received the favor. This sense of obliga-
tion or debt might have been more pronounced in tra-
ditional Japanese culture than in some other cultures,
or even in Japanese culture as it has changed since
the Second World War. Nevertheless, it is present in
some form in every culture, and, in addition to dys-
functions, it may have a positive function in the inter-
weaving of human relationships and obligations with
their accompanying tensions that make society possi-
ble and enduring.

Sociologically-speaking, internal tension and
conflict at a controlled level are necessary elements for
the normal functioning of any society. Even though
they may be bothersome they contribute to society in
various ways, not the least of which is to provide a cer-
tain stimulus by creating small problems that require
thought and innovation for their solution, thereby help-
ing the society avoid a slide into stagnation. If allowed
to grow and cause serious problems, of course, they
would be dysfunctional, but controllable problems and
perplexities perform positive functions for society in
general, so their presence in gift-exchange behavior is
not surprising. Sunwolf quotes Wolfinbarger and Yale

(1993) on the resentment some of their informants
express toward “obliged” gifts, suggesting the univer-
sality of this phenomenon.

Gift-giving always has had a role in religion. “
Sacrifice” is a common element, but it may be vari-
ously interpreted, ranging from blood sacrifices–even
human sacrifices–in some religions to self-sacrificing
personal commitment–religious vows or equivalent
lifestyles that emphasize unselfish service to
others–in the major contemporary world religions.
The forms may differ, but the core principle in reli-
gious sacrifice involves giving something valuable to
God or the gods. The giver is deprived of the free use
of the gift, which is yielded to the deity who receives
it. Benefits to the giver may not be either immediate
or obvious, but some return always seems to be at
least implicit in the relationship established by the
sacrifice. One anticipated benefit might be the estab-
lishment of an intimate relationship between the giver
and the divine receiver, such as the reciprocal gift of
personal salvation.

Marriage in most or all cultures is accompanied
by gift-giving, sometimes lavish gift-giving. Various
meanings and functions can be attached to this
exchange of material gifts, although they most often
are intended to contribute to the permanence of the
marital union. But marriage vows have usually been
treated as religious, at least in Western religions, such
as Judaism and Christianity. They bring God into the
mutual exchange of gift-giving–mutual self-giving–of
husband and wife. This also promotes the permanence
of the union since, with God involved, its violation
would amount to sacrilege. Not only is a personal rela-
tionship established between the woman and man, but
they also give themselves to God and commit them-
selves in total dedication to the upbringing of the chil-
dren who result from their union.

These examples indicate how deeply the vari-
ous forms of gift giving penetrate into and influence
all social institutions and all levels of society. As
Professor Sunwolf has suggested, above, social gift
giving and receiving is a “fundamental communica-
tion event” whose complex ramifications merit much
more research attention than they have thus far
received.

— W. E. Biernatzki, S.J.
General Editor

Communication Research Trends
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Book Reviews
Danesi, Marcel. Understanding Media Semiotics.
London: Arnold Publishers, 2002. Pp. 288. ISBN 0-
340-80884-5 (pb.) $18.99 (Also available through
Oxford University Press in the United States, $35.00)

This book provides a comprehensive basic frame-
work with which to understand semiotics: the study of
signs and their uses in representation. It flows well and
is written at the introductory level. The author proceeds
from a historical perspective to modern application of
semiotic theory in subjects such as e-books, the
Internet, and media convergence. Designed as a text,
the book uses italics and bolding to highlight important
points within each chapter and also includes a glossary
as well as tables and figures where appropriate to
enhance understanding. 

The paradox of mediation is perhaps the under-
lying theme for the book: “The same culture that is
capable of producing a work of inestimable cinemat-
ic art, such as Amadeus, is also capable of producing
American TV wrestling matches…,” (p. 201). Danesi
introduces media and their historical development,
while inseparably tying media to culture.
Interestingly, the author does not use the term culture;
instead he refers to “signifying order so as to highlight
the fact that it constitutes a network of meaning struc-
tures,” (p. 26). In short, Danesi takes the reader far
beyond the Shannon and Weaver model of communi-
cation into a deeper understanding of meaning and
attempts to improve the reader’s linear as well as crit-
ical thinking skills. 

Danesi covers primary ideas and techniques of
semiotic method and analysis, including signs, sym-
bols, indexes, icons, referents, codes, texts, narra-
tives, myth, metaphor, and the like. He expresses that
well-known semioticians such as Barthes and
Baudrillard “have unintentionally ‘politicized’ semi-
otics far too much, rendering it little more than a con-
venient tool of social critics,” (p. 33). This book, then,
would seem to be the author’s attempt to de-politicize
semiotics. As such, he clearly attempts to explain the
study, rather than offer his opinion. Danesi discusses
semiotics in various media: print, audio, film, televi-
sion, and computer, as well as the genre of advertis-
ing. Examples are primarily from the 1970s, 1980s
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and 1990s—which may or may not be relevant to tra-
ditional college students. The final chapter offers the
author’s personal reflection on the intertwined nature
of media and culture. 

At just over 200 pages in paperback, Under-
standing Media Semiotics is an ideal introductory text.

—Sharee L. Broussard, MS APR
Spring Hill College

Giles, David. Media Psychology. Mahwah, NJ and
London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2003. Pp. x,
324. ISBN 0-8058-4048-6 (hb.) $69.95; 0-8058-4049-
4 (pb.) $32.50.

The publisher’s description of the book on the
back cover of the paperback edition says that its pur-
pose is “to examine the many influences of 21st centu-
ry media on people who encounter an ever-increasing
variety of forms of mass communication: news, sports,
soap operas, reality TV with audience participation,
and the influence of the Internet.” The author’s investi-
gation is said to focus on “the various genres in the
media that raise the issues of sex, violence, advertising,
and audience activity and asks what light psychology
can shed on the popularity of these genres and the
response of their audiences.”

Giles, who teaches at Coventry University, in
England, cites two stimuli that prompted him to write
the book. One was his attendance at a party where he
suddenly had the realization that among the mostly
professional people in the crowd “the topic of the
conversation had almost exclusively concerned
media” (p. 1). The other stimulus was his need for a
textbook on media psychology for undergraduates
that would avoid two extremes: on the one hand the
assumption that the students had “a lot of background
knowledge about media history that psychology
undergraduates rarely possess,” or that either “failed
to go beyond the basic ‘effects’ paradigm” or failed to
place media “in a social and cultural context,” or, on
the other hand, blandly dismissed “psychology as at
best a relic of behaviorism, at worst as fascist propa-
ganda!” (p. ix).

Part I, “Media Psychology in Context,” reviews
the nature and need for media psychology as well as
theoretical issues in media research and the research
methods used in media psychology. The four chap-
ters of Part II, “Psychological Effects and Influences
of Media,” explore four areas in which awareness of

media effects is especially important: violence, the
prosocial effects of media, pornography and erotica,
and advertising. Part III is concerned with develop-
mental issues, with chapters on young children and
television and on media and adolescence. Part IV
consists of two chapters, “Representations of Social
Groups” and “The Psychology of the Media
Audience,” two of the major areas of concern for
media psychology. The four chapters of Part V deal
with individual genres: news and current affairs,
sport, audience participation and reality TV, and
soaps. Finally, looking into “The Future of Media
Psychology,” Part VI first views the Internet, in
Chapter 16, then addresses the interaction between
the media and psychology, with emphasis on “how
the media . . . represents psychology in particular and
academic research in general, and the ways in which
psychologists can best present themselves and their
discipline in the media” (p. 273).

The author is quite willing to question various
stereotypes of media and media use that too often are
taken for granted, even by some researchers. For exam-
ple, he complains that “research on the psychology of
advertising has been handicapped by its concentration
on the effects of 30-second television commercials as
being representative of the effects of all advertising”
(p. 128). That view sees only “the tip of the advertising
iceberg” as new forms of market penetration vastly
broaden the scope of the ways advertising actually
affects society.

Similarly, research on children and television
might “benefit from less concern with protecting chil-
dren’s ‘innocence’ and instead studying the child as an
active meaning-maker of cultural material who does
not necessarily take the material’s fantastical nature at
face value” (p. 146). Giles also says that the fact that
“research on adolescents’ uses of media has been
patchy to say the least” may, in fact, be a good thing,
since being understood by parents is worse than being
misunderstood by them, and “is part of youths’ rallying
cry.” Understanding by parents can simply stimulate
adolescents to “even more extreme forms of rebellion”
(p. 162).

Many aspects of media use by modern audiences
have no equivalents in traditional situations, even an
apparent parallel such as the reading of novels in the
19th century. Contemporary media users 

interact with a huge cast of real and imaginary
figures in a media environment in which fantasy
and reality continually overlap and invite all
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manner of irrational responses. The realism of
contemporary soaps has no historical parallel
and it is meaningless to search for one. In study-
ing our responses to such phenomena, media
psychology has the potential to take psychology
itself into new territory. (p. 201)

The book closes with a 25 page section of refer-
ences and with both author and subject indexes.

—W. E. Biernatzki, S.J.
General Editor, Communication Research Trends

Gili, Guido. (2005) La Credibilità. Quando e perché la
comunicazione ha successo. [Credibility: When and
how communication is successful]. Soveria Mannelli:
Rubbettino Editore. Pp. 102. ISBN 88-498-1334-1
(pb.) €14.

Gili is a lecturer in culture and communication at
the University of Molise and has written a number of
other books. Any form of communication fails if those
who are trying to communicate a message are not
believed. There are many reasons why people are
unable to communicate credibly, as Scannell (1996)
has shown. Here, Gili has asked what the factors are
that are at the basis of the ability to be credible and who
it is that is credible. This is something that affects us
all, teachers, students, politicians, parents, business
people, and those who make our media programming.
Each person and organization has to be able to con-
struct, promote, and retain a reputation.

Gili systematically considers the problematic of
credibility. The sources upon which he draws come
from a variety of authors, ranging from Aristotle to
Weber by way of Luhmann, Ong, and C.S. Peirce. In
a way that is not often seen in books from anglo-
phone scholars, they come from a number of linguis-
tic backgrounds. 

We have to have faith in people or we cannot con-
tinue to have a relationship with them. Actors, per-
formers and presenters, as well as politicians, come
into our homes through the mass media and, unless we
believe in them, their careers will fail. This is true, per-
haps particularly true, of our religious leaders. One has
only to consider the media and personal “performanc-
es” of John Paul II to see how people warmed to him
because of his very credibility.

This book would be useful to anyone studying the
social sciences and particularly those in the fields of
media and communication or persuasion studies. It is

to be hoped that at some time it may be translated into
English.

—Maria Way
University of Westminster

School of Media, Arts and Design
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This volume, one of a series on media, culture,
and religion featuring work by the members of the
International Study Commission on Media, Religion,
and Culture, presents conference papers and explo-
rations of the research by the group. Therein lies both
the strengths and the weaknesses of the book. The
book’s benefit lies in its look at the ongoing research
and thinking of a particular research group and an
international one at that: Members come from
Australia, Colombia, Ghana, Italy, Mexico, Scotland,
Thailand, and the United States. Among the weakness-
es of the book are its paradoxical insularity and its lack
of exposition of key ideas. The insularity arises from
the members’ familiarity with each other’s work; the
lack of exposition, from their presumption that their
audience knows their previous work.

In his introduction, Peter Horsfield describes
“four core issues” for the group:

1. In what ways can we say that the media have come
to occupy the spaces traditionally occupied by reli-
gion? . . .

2. What is the relationship of religious authority to
modes of symbolic practice? . . . 

3. How must we re-think the relationship between
religion and the media? . . .

4. What does this new situation imply about episte-
mology? (pp. xx-xxi)
Each essay in the book addresses one of these

questions and Horsfield suggests various ways to read
the book, depending on one’s prior acquaintance with
key fields of study (communication or religious stud-
ies). However, even this is not enough to orient the
non-expert reader. 

COMMUNICATION RESEARCH TRENDS VOLUME 25 (2006) NO. 3 — 23



Robert White’s concluding essay (“Major Issues
in the Study of Media, Religion, and Culture”) may
well be the better place to start, as he attempts an his-
torical overview of the study, addressing questions
such as “Why and to what extent are the media a source
of symbols for constructing religious identities?” (p.
198) and “In what sense are the belief systems con-
structed with media symbols ‘religious’?” (p. 202).
These questions are largely sociological and accurately
represent the approach of some members of the group;
they do not account for other, more historical
(Santisakultarm, Chapter 12; Plude, Chapter 13), peda-
gogical (Hess, Chapter 11), or theological (Goizueta,
Chapter 3) approaches. Surprisingly for a book dealing
with media and religion, it is only here, half-way
through the final chapter that anyone offers a definition
of religion. White quotes Greil and Robbins:

Religion is not an entity but rather a category of
discourse whose precise meaning and implica-
tions are continually being negotiated in the
course of social interaction. Religion from this
perspective is not a concrete “thing” which may
be either present or absent in a society, but rather
an idiom, a way of speaking about and catego-
rizing actors’ experience. (qtd. p. 203)

Such a definition certainly helps and offers an insight
into the direction of the study group’s work. However,
the various essays in the volume do not seem to distin-
guish among different meanings of “religion.” Among
others, the reader encounters all of the following: reli-
gion is an institution, a belief system, individual acts of
piety or worship, a mediated reality, a response to a
metaphysical reality. Perhaps one should expect such
variety in a collection such as this, but the editors could
have provided a bit more guidance.

White’s essay also highlights another difficulty,
though whether with the book or whether with the larg-
er area of study is hard to determine. How much is the
shift in the study of religion and culture a shift in how
people construct identities or a shift in how scholars
posit its occurrence? Has the reality changed or merely
its description? Or is the description itself (the “cate-
gory of discourse” mentioned by Greil and Robbins)
the reality? Such questions plague the overall enter-
prise. Another example comes in Horsfield’s attempt to
sketch the “contours in a changing cultural terrain”
(Chapter 2), where he runs into the hermeneutical prob-
lem of reading Niebhur’s Christ and culture debate in
contemporary terms. What Neibhur regarded as “cul-

ture” in the mid-20th century may well not be what
later scholars envision by the same term.

These practical difficulties do not lessen the value
of this book; they identify, perhaps, what the
International Study Commission faces in its attempt to
synthesize an approach to media, religion, and culture.

In addition to the essays already mentioned, the
book presents three broad approaches: a cultural per-
spective (Part I), a section on mediated Christianity
(Part II), and a look at Christian institutions (Part III). 

Part I presents the work of several scholars, in
addition to Horsfield. Lynn Schofield Clark
(“Reconceptualizing Religion and Media in a Post-
National, Postmodern World: A Critical Historical
Introduction”) provides a quick overview of some
approaches to study. These include media coverage of
religion, the connection between communication tech-
nology and religious authority, the use of media by reli-
gious groups, the use of media in (and as) ritual, the
intersection of theology and film studies, Christian
subcultures’ engagement with media products, and
young people’s redefinition of religion (pp. 14-15).

Roberto Goizueta (“Because God is Near, God is
Real: Symbolic Realism in US Latino Popular
Catholicism and Medieval Christianity”) gives both
historical and theological interpretations of the use of
symbols in Latino Catholicism, ascribing its differ-
ences from Anglo-Catholicism to the rise of nominal-
ism in later medieval Christianity (p. 38). His point is
well taken, for all too often scholars presume that their
world view is the only world view and that the legiti-
macy of other groups or cultures falls away from an
academic-centric norm.

In Chapter 4, Juan Carlos Henriquez (“Notes on
Belief and Social Circulation (Science Fiction
Narratives)”) argues that “the most incisive works link-
ing theology and communication, or more precisely the
phenomena of belief with those of their social circula-
tion” (p. 49) can benefit from research into symbolic
exchange. He illustrates his theoretical model with an
appeal to science fiction discourses, which often recon-
stitute theological questions as possible world ques-
tions based in science fiction.

Part II (“Mediated Christianity”) takes the reader
on a world tour. Here one encounters studies of
Pentecostal media images in sub-Saharan Africa (J.
Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu in Chapter 5), of the Latin
American telenovela (Germán Rey in Chapter 6), of the
use of visual media in Ethiopian Protestantism (David
Morgan, expanding his work on visual images in
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Protestantism in the U.S.), of the morality tales in West
African video films (Jolyon Mitchell), and of Web reli-
gion and the Internet (Stewart Hoover and Jin Kyu
Park, in Chapter 9). Each study gives a snapshot of
media and religion, but they function more as undi-
gested research reports. One can hope that the authors
will develop the topics in more detail and with more
theoretical weight.

Part III (Media Culture and Christian
Institutions) presents similar research, but organized
more by religious institution (here, largely Roman
Catholic) than by geographic region. Adán Medrano
gives an account of his work as a producer of reli-
gious media for the Catholic Church in the U.S.
Siriwan Santisakultarm discusses how the Catholic
way of life has changed in Thailand due to a combi-
nation of migration and media presence, while
Frances Forde Plude tracks similar changes in the
U.S., in the media coverage of the sexual abuse scan-
dals. Mary Hess (“Rescripting Religious Education in
Media Culture”) gives a more theoretical view of
changing religious education. In this chapter she
attempts to correlate how the various regional meet-
ings of the International Study Commission
(Bangkok, Quito, Hollywood) either provided data to
support such a rethinking or provided challenges to be
met by an as-yet-to-be-developed approach. Similar
to Part II, this part also proves somewhat frustrating.
The case studies, while interesting, seems to run in
different directions, theoretically, methodologically,
and analytically.

Belief in Media, then, raises many issues in the
study of media, religion, and culture; it offers fewer
developed theories or even paths to understanding. It is
less unified than one might hope, but it gathers a great
deal of information. As a work in progress, this may
well be the best that one can expect. 

The book features an index and a bibliography. In
addition, each chapter has its own reference list.

—Paul A. Soukup, S.J.
Santa Clara University

Kruse, Holly. Site and Sound: Understanding
Independent Music Scenes. New York: Peter Lang,
2003. Pp. 188. ISBN 0-8204-5552-0 (pb.) $29.95.

Reading this book about independent music
scenes reminds me a of a graduate seminar in linguis-
tic analysis where, to prove the point that humans can

have meaningful conversations about words without
referents, one student led a hour-long discussion of an
invented philosopher. Kruse wrestles with a similar
problem: how to discuss something that everyone
knows about, but about whose specific referents no one
can quite agree. What exactly is “indie music”? 

Because the institutions and practices of indie
music were substantially about defining the
music and the people associated with it as sepa-
rate from dominant institutions and practices,
the choice of a term to define the music and its
culture is critical. My use of “indie pop/rock
music” or “indie music” to describe the object of
study is somewhat arbitrary; other labels, includ-
ing “college rock,” “ college music,” and “alter-
native music” could also apply. For those who
share a popular perception of what was played
on college radio in the 1980s and early 1990s,
the term “college music” (or “college rock”)
brings to mind various guitar-based bands that
began and in some cases remained on independ-
ent record labels . . .  (p. 6)

The book then deals with popular music of a certain
type, with bands that were popular with the college
music scenes and played in concert venues around col-
leges (but not necessarily in established music cities
like Los Angeles or New York), whose music college
radio stations featured, and who recorded with inde-
pendent music labels. Kruse seeks a way to define and
describe. Her method is qualitative, drawing on exten-
sive interviews with representatives of this music scene
in bands, record labels, college radio, and college town
nightclubs.

After the introductory chapter, Kruse sets out on
the journey of “Telling the Story of Independent
Music.” It is a story of definitions and rejections. While
not rejecting outright traditional approaches to studying
popular music, Kruse seeks a complementary approach
to that “focused on readings of media texts, overly cel-
ebratory notions of audience consumption of media
products, purely institutional or economic analyses of
the mass media, or highly theoretical views of media
texts and processes that are difficult to connect to the
lived experiences of ordinary people” (p. 1).  She lets
her interview subjects provide their own definitions,
even as they admit to a universe populated by this band
or another, which chiefly are NOT something else.

Chapter 3 explores the world of producing inde-
pendent music (which always gets defined by the
institutional role of record companies—those inde-
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pendent of the major labels or those bought by the
major labels to produce independently of their own
mainstream). Here the reader learns about particular
labels and producers, about how a band seeks a pub-
lisher, about how labels market music and seek air
play on stations and shelf space in stores. This leads
easily into Chapter 4’s treatment of “Disseminating
Independent Music.” We meet radio stations and DJs,
enter the world of college radio (or, more precisely,
of some college radio stations, the ones known as
leaders in this alternative scene), learn about music
charts, see the rise of video, and even come into con-
tact with retailing. While interesting, the material (as
Kruse would most likely admit) is dated: Changing
technology has changed all of this in just a decade.

Chapter 5 provides more solid fare. Here Kruse
seeks to flesh out the notion of a “music scene” as a
combination of two aspects of locality: “locality as
geographically-defined and locality as socially
defined” (p. 113).  Here at the heart of the book we
find again the very problems of definition, but not of
the music scene. Instead Kruse seeks a deeper sense
of definition: how do humans regard themselves as
part of a group? The tendency, even among Kruse’s
interview subjects, is to see themselves as part of a
larger indie scene, even when they interact with only
a much smaller group. It is in many ways an imagined
community. Here and in Chapter 6 (“Theorizing
Independent Music Formations”) the book gets
beyond the particular. It’s still somewhat problematic,
caught in the classic hermeneutical circle: in order to
understand the particular, one must know the general,
but one cannot know the general without understand-
ing the particular. Kruse tries to help the reader navi-
gate this world.

At bottom, though, the world of indie music
was a small slice of one particular time in the United
States. Site and Sound’s value lies not so much in the
story of that scene—which is messy indeed—but in
the attempt to find a methodology for communica-
tion scholars to examine the ephemera of popular
culture. 

The book has the usual scholarly apparatus: a
name and subject index and a reference list.

—Paul A. Soukup, S.J.
Santa Clara University

Mashek, Debra J. and Arthur Aron. (Eds.).
Handbook of Closeness and Intimacy. Mahway, NJ:

Lawrence Erlbaum, 2004. Pp. 454. ISBN 0-8058-4284-
5 (hb.) $110.00; 0-8058-4285-3 (pb.) $49.95.

Close personal relationships are the very essence
of human existence. Nearly as fundamental to
survival as air and water are the links between
persons—parent with child, lover with lover,
friend with friend.

—Hendrick & Hendrick (2000, p. xxii)

Relationship science is rapidly developing and
covers much territory. The study of intimacy in rela-
tionships has been robustly multidisciplinary, with
communication scholars making substantial scholarly
and theoretical contributions. Communication scholars
should be aware, however, that Mashek and Aron’s
Handbook of Closeness and Intimacy overlooks our
discipline’s contributions, even when they are directly
on point.

Professor Mashek is a researcher at George Mason
University, having received her Ph.D. in Social and
Health Psychology from the State University of New
York at Stony Brook. Her scholarship examines the rela-
tionship between interpersonal closeness and communi-
ty connectedness to psychological adjustment, self-pro-
cessing, and relational satisfaction. Professor Aron is
Professor of Psychology at the State University of New
York at Stony Brook whose research has focused upon
the cognitive structures and processes of interpersonal
closeness. In addition to serving as co-editors, they
authored or co-authored five of this book’s chapters.
Unfortunately, we know nothing about the other authors
(other than the universities they are affiliated with), as
there is no “About the Authors/Contributors” section,
nor are relevant author notes included with each chapter.
This handicaps the reader in a number of ways, not the
least of which includes not being able to discern the
scholarly discipline that influenced the chapter, its per-
spective, or its claims.

The organization of this handbook has been based
upon six questions that involve, in turn, defining close-
ness/intimacy, measuring these concepts, describing
their processes, exploring the effects of individual dif-
ferences, situating intimacy and closeness in their con-
texts, and wondering about “dark side” aspects of inti-
macy. There are 23 chapters (including the introducing
and conclusion), divided into six sections, based upon
the above questions. Representative chapters include
such titles as, “A Prototype Model of Intimacy
Interactions in Same-Sex Friendships,” “Measuring
Closeness: The Relationship Closeness Inventory
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(RCI),” “A Practical Look at Intimacy: ENRICH Couple
Typology,” “Perceived Partner Responsiveness as an
Organizing Construct in the Study of Intimacy and
Closeness,” “The Impact of Adult Temperament on
Closeness and Intimacy,” “Loss of an Intimate Partner
Through Death,” and “Closeness as Intersubjectivity:
Social Absorption and Social Individuation.” Each chap-
ter provides thoughtful scholarly examination of specif-
ic topics within relational science, with what appears to
be a focus of primary interest to psychologists.

The use of the word “handbook,” together with
the editors’ claims about this book—“The result is a
volume likely to be indispensable to anyone interested
in close relationships because of the distinction of its
contributors, the breadth and inclusiveness of its cov-
erage, the timeliness of the topic in light of the current
surge of interest in it, and the array of creative new
thinking it embodies” (Preface, p. ix)— operate togeth-
er to create the impression that this book will offer the
reader, at the least, a deep and broad review of the prior
multidisciplinary literature. This does not happen.
Many chapters are short (e.g., 10-12 pages), do not
include significant scholarship in their literature
reviews, and ignore current topics basic to the develop-
ing field of relational science. There are no chapters on
opposite-sex friendships (see, Monsour, 2000;
Werking, 1997), media influences on intimate relation-
ships (i.e., television and film representations and the
new “reality” shows), the effects of culture and ethnic-
ity on relationships (Chapter 18 is entitled “The
Cultural Grounding of Closeness and Intimacy,” but, in
fact, focuses on West Africa), friendship and intimacy
in childhood and adolescence, cross-generational
friendships and romances, the effects of disability and
health care issues on closeness and intimacy, specific
family relationships (including blended families and
broken families), and intimacy and the communication
of emotion (see Andersen & Guerrero, 1998).

While any book may legitimately limit its scope,
this one claims the role of handbook, bringing togeth-
er the latest thinking on the scientific study of close-
ness and intimacy. An additional concern about the
comprehensiveness claimed by this handbook includes
the thinness of theory throughout, which is surprising
in a handbook. In fact, in the index, under “Theory” no
theories are listed and only one specific page refer-
ence. A scan of the entire index reveals only
Interdependence Theory and Attachment Theory as
specifically discussed, which is a handicap for both
scholars and graduate students looking for a useful

resource. One example of a theoretical omission is
Petronio’s (2002) theoretical scholarship on the dialec-
tical issues present in all intimate relationships
(Boundaries of Privacy: Dialectics of Disclosure)—
this would have been a key tool for many of these
chapters, offering an applied theory for why people
make decisions about disclosure in close relationships
and supplying a broad cross-disciplinary literature
review on the processes of intimacy. Two other key
communication theories missing but relevant include
Uncertainty Reduction Theory and Social Penetration
Theory, both of which directly explain the develop-
ment of intimacy and closeness in relationships.

It appears that these chapters were not blind peer
reviewed and, further, that some chapters were not
reviewed at all beyond the editors, who explain in the
preface that “most” of the chapters were reviewed by
other contributors. This is of concern, in that a number
of chapters, for the first time, present original data and
results in the form of quantitative studies. For scholar-
ly readers, the lack of blind peer review calls into ques-
tion methodological, theoretical, reliability, and limita-
tion issues on the claims of those chapters. Again,
scholars have a right to publish their original studies
without blind peer review, but readers must then be
cautious in their interpretation (or citation) of the
claimed results.

The Handbook of Closeness and Intimacy does
not offer the thoroughness or breadth of review in sim-
ilar books, such as Close Relationships: A Sourcebook
(Hendrick & Hendrick, 2000), Handbook of
Communication and Interaction Skills (Greene &
Burleson, 2003), or Handbook of Family Communica-
tion (Vangelisti, 2004). Consequently, it would not be a
useful choice for a graduate course in relational com-
munication. As a research tool, its limited scope sug-
gests that some chapters might be worthwhile for spe-
cific topics of interest to communication scholars, with
the caveat that any one chapter may not represent a
comprehensive cross-disciplinary review of the exist-
ing scholarship.

As noted above, the book does have an index. 
—Sunwolf

Santa Clara University
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Internet television consistently ranks as one of the
hottest possibilities for the Internet—something that
will transform people’s media habits as well as the
Internet itself. But how much is hype and how much is
real potential? The last 10 years (an eon in Internet
time!) have seen similar predictions but few break-
through technological applications. Rather than engage
in forecasting the future, the essays in this volume
attempt to situate Internet television from a structural
perspective. What is it? What impact will it have on
communications infrastructure? Communication poli-
cy? What business models might support it? What kind
of content will it feature?

Contributors, from Europe and the U.S. represent
researchers and policy makers from academia, busi-
ness, and government. The task of their various essays
is to introduce the reader to a relatively new communi-
cation technology; they do so without presuming a
great deal of background knowledge. At the same time,
they manage to highlight a good number of important
issues, which stand the test of time fairly well. Though
the book first appeared at the end of 2004, its content is
still quite relevant.

In the introduction, Darcy Gerbarg and Eli Noam
begin with an honest admission about a definition:

What exactly is Internet television (TV)? There
is no agreement on a definition. It comes with
different names—web TV, IPTV, enhanced TV,
personal TV, and interactive TV, for example—
which signify slightly different things. At the
lower end of complexity, it is merely a narrow-
band two-way Internet-style individualized
(“asynchronous”) channel that accompanies reg-
ular one-way “synchronous” broadband broad-
cast TV or cable. This Internet channel can pro-
vide information in conjunction with broadcast
programs, such as details on news and sports, or
enable transactions (including e-commerce) in
response to TV advertisements. This is known as
“enhanced TV.” At the other end of complexity
is a fully asynchronous two-way TV, with each
user receiving and transmitting individualized
TV programs, including direct interaction in the
program plot line. In between is one-way broad-
band with a narrowband return channel that can
be used to select video programs on demand
(VOD). (p. xxi)

The task they set for the book includes fleshing out
these possibilities and examining their implications. 

Part I discusses infrastructure implications. In
Chapter 1, A. Michael Noll attempts to refine the def-
initions. His very helpful charts (p. 2) illustrate both
the convergence of technology and the forces in com-
munication and software that make Internet television
possible. At the same time, he honestly indicates the
false starts and failures that have already character-
ized Internet television. Andrew Odlyzko puts the
question in terms of its “implications for the long dis-
tance network.” Even though network capacity and
local storage capacity have grown dramatically, video
will place huge demands on the current structure.
However, he concludes, “the long distance Internet
backbones are not going to be affected much by TV.
Local ‘last mile’ bottlenecks in data networks, as well
as the slow adoption rates of new technologies by
consumers, will ensure that by the time true conver-
gence takes place between the Internet and entertain-
ment TV, something on the order of a decade will
have gone by” (p. 16), time he judges enough for
improvement in the local loop. Noll concludes Part I
with a chapter on technical challenges.

Part II takes the reader in a different and, for
many, more interesting path in its examination of net-
work business models and strategies. The communica-
tion industry has already built networks for telephony,
radio and television broadcasting, and data transmis-
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sion. From this perspective, Internet television is sim-
ply another kind of data. Michael Katz in Chapter 4
discusses how the existing business models and com-
petitive structures could and will probably handle dis-
tribution. David Waterman offers a complementary
chapter on “Business Models and Program Content.”
Much of this hinges, of course, on the revenue genera-
tion possibilities of such communication. Finally, in
Chapter 6, Bertram Konert takes the reader on a tour
how broadcasters currently engage the Internet. From
the early 21st century, networks like CNN and the BBC
and programs like Big Brother have actively developed
supporting websites.

Any new technology raises policy issues that gov-
ernmental entities must address. Part III presents chap-
ters on regulatory concerns, standardization of engi-
neering protocols, intellectual property, copyright
licensing, and international regulatory issues. Providing
online programming, for example, makes content avail-
able worldwide. Since the current assignment of rights
follows a national model, Internet television will
require a previously unimagined coordination, not only
of program ownership, but of broadcast standards, suit-
ability of content for different groups of viewers, and
compensation for producers, writers, actors, and others
involved in Internet television production. 

Part IV of Internet Television presents discussions
of content and culture. John Carey asks the obvious
question, “Do audiences want TV over the Internet”? (p.
187). Drawing on studies of the adoption of earlier
media, ethnographic research, the experience of users,
and current digital practices, he concludes that “there is
a latent appetite for video delivered over the web based
on the evolving behavior of broadband web users.” But,
before that demand will take off, he cautions that “web
video will have to meet a higher standard” (p. 201).
Both Jeffrey Hart (“Content Models”) and Gali Einav
(“The Content Landscape”) examine what is available,
the former from the perspective of existing networks
and producers; the latter, including user-generated con-
tent, failed models, and suitable content. Einav also
acknowledges past successful content on new media:
entertainment, news and sports, children’s program-
ming, information-based shows, education and training,
corporate communication, and pornography and games. 

In a final chapter and a final part (“Future
Impacts”), Noam poses a question that raises key cul-
tural and economic concerns: “Will Internet TV Be
American?” After a review of the current industry, he
writes, “Thus, the medium of Internet TV combines the

strengths of the U.S. economy and society in entertain-
ment content, in Internet, and in e-transactions. Add to
that economies of scale, and there is nothing on the
horizon that can match it” (p. 242). He wrote this, of
course, before the user-generated content of a YouTube
or Google video took off. Even though Google will
now provide programming from Viacom and
NewsCorp, short, quirky, personal video has gained a
foothold that few expected.

Internet Television provides author and subject
indices, as well as an “about the contributors” section;
individual chapters have their own reference lists.

—Paul A. Soukup, S.J.
Santa Clara University

Nussbaum, Jon F. and Justine Coupland. (Eds.).
Handbook of Communication and Aging Research (2nd
ed). Mahwah, NJ and London: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, 2004. Pp, vii, 596. ISBN 0-8058-4070-2
(hb.) $125.00; 0-8058-4071-0 (pb.) $55.00.

The editors organize this work into seven units of
aging research from three decades of published works
that reflect various ideologies of aging. Individual
chapters examine current theoretical and methodologi-
cal approaches to aging, as well as argue for future
directions in aging research that, in particular, incorpo-
rate communication and cultural reflexivity.

Part I deals with images of old age. In Chapter 1,
“Social Construction of Old Age,” Mike Hepworth
provides a nice opening chapter that paints a backdrop
for a societal conceptualization of aging, Hepworth
focuses on how old age is depicted via material arti-
facts and metaphoric imagery. He critically analyzes
the idealized and real “normal” process of aging. As
Hepworth describes, images “are constructed products
whose form and content reflects the beliefs and atti-
tudes of their makers and therefore their historical cul-
ture” (p. 9). If we view old age as images of cultural
resources, it will help us understand the process of
aging and allow us to see aging as a dynamic interac-
tive process. Three key images of old age are exam-
ined—geriatric body, physiognomic body, and mask of
old age in representing relationships between body,
self, and society. He challenges us to become aware
and contribute to society via communication, under-
standing, and embracing the process of aging.
Hepworth concludes by arguing that creating aware-
ness of the process of aging via communication
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research and practice, society will better understand the
social construction of old age.

In Chapter 2—“Attitudes towards Aging:
Adaptations Development and Growth into Later
Years”—Ann O’Hanlon and Peter Coleman examine
how adults evaluate aging and its associated con-
straints and challenges. We know little about atti-
tudes or knowledge adults hold about later parts of
life. O’Hanlon and Coleman examine the challenges
of later life and how adults evaluate and experience
these challenges, followed by theoretical explana-
tions of optimal development of later years. “Adults’
attitudes toward their own aging and future old age
can have significant effects on later life” (p. 21).
Overall, the chapter is a well thought out state-of-the-
art synthesis beginning with the problems/challenges
that include physical health, social relationships, and
role changes; and psychological functioning (i.e.
intelligence, memory, psychosocial). Following this
opener, they continue with how adults cope and adapt
to such challenges including selective optimization,
assimilation and accommodation, and adaptation in
relationships.

O’Hanlon and Coleman indicate that “optimal
functioning and well-being into later years is not sole-
ly about adaptation to challenges but also about one’s
ability to find enjoyment and pleasure in life” (p. 47).
They focus on three theories in particular that highlight
the positive and optimal development into later years,
Erickson’s eight-stage theory of development,
Levinson’s expansion of Erickson’s thinking, and
Tornstam’s Theory of Gerotranscendence. The chapter
concludes with identifying measures used for age-asso-
ciated attitudes and methods and challenge researchers
to continue to expand this line of research.

Part II addresses questions of “language, culture,
and social aging.” Nikolas Coupland (in “Age in Social
and Sociolinguistic Theory”) argues that sociolinguis-
tic research on age and aging is limited, and that past
research focuses mainly on changes of maturation and
communication competencies. The focus of the chapter
lies in critiquing the sociolinguistic status quo of the
“apparent time” method of aging, as well as identifying
the need for additional theoretical models of social
aging in our contemporary society. The future of soci-
olinguistic models needs to address “how the changing
social meaning and values of old age are convey in lan-
guage and related symbolic practices” (p. 79).
Coupland challenges scholars to create sociolinguistic
aging models that consider human development, his-

torical influences, and contexts of social structure and
culture in order to capture the complete ideology of the
aging process.

In Chapter 4 “The Role of the Age Stereotypes
in IP Communication,” Mary Lee Hummert, Teri
Garstka, Ellen Bouchard Ryan, and Jaye L. Bonnesen
provide an overview of how aging stereotypes and
communication behaviors affect the social construc-
tion of aging. Former models of age stereotypes have
focused primarily on the Communication Predica-
ment of Aging (CPA) model that identifies what hap-
pens with negative age stereotyping. While there is
support for this model, Hummert and her colleagues
extend the model to include negative and positive
stereotypes and emphasize both parties in the inter-
personal communication interaction into The Age
Stereotypes in Interaction Model (ASI). This model
“acknowledges that the communication behaviors of
the individuals may serve to reinforce or alter initial
perceptions” (p. 101). Suggestions for future research
include refining the current models as well as poten-
tially using the Communication Enhancement Model
which takes into account both partners as well as a
continual assessment of the interaction in order to
maximize positive communicative outcomes.

Angie Williams and Jake Harwood provide a
rationale for aging as “meaningful social categories in
communication” (p. 115) in Chapter 5, “Intergenera-
tional Communication: Intergroup, Accommodation,
and Family Perspectives.” Williams and Harwood indi-
cate that age groups are socially identified but the actu-
al chronological age groupings in which individuals are
placed is influenced by the age of the perceiver.
Research on intergroup and Social Identity Theory con-
cludes that younger adults hold more negative stereo-
types of older adults, which in terms of communica-
tion, these “negative stereotypes extend to beliefs
about older adults’ communication abilities and inter-
generational conversation” (p. 118). Further intergener-
ational communication can be explained by the
Communication Accommodation Theory and
Intergroup Contact Theory. Although these approaches
have been applied to nonfamily elders, additional cri-
tique of how familial intergenerational communication
and intergroup literature is explicated. The authors con-
clude by calling for more theory on the salience of age
identities and its effects on family interaction and inter-
generational communication.

Chapter 6 (“Inter- and Intragroup Perspectives
on Intergenerational Communication”) by Valerie
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Barker, Howard Giles, and Jake Harwood provides
an overview of current theories of intergenerational
communication from an intergroup perspective. In
addition a new model of inter- and intragenerational
communication is proposed. In terms of historical
explanations of intergroup theories, the following are
examined: Social Identity Theory, Communication
Accommoda-tion Theory, Communication
Predicament Model, Stereotype Activation Model,
and Communication Enhancement Model. Although,
in part, these theories can contribute to the under-
standing of intergenerational communication, a com-
plete parsimonious model is limited. Barker and her
coworkers introduce an integrated model of inter-
and intragenerational communication that enhances
those elements of previous models, introduces new
components necessary for a comprehensive intergen-
erational model that takes into account social and
cultural implications, and highlights appropriate
strategies that lead to positive outcomes. Barker et al.
hope this new model will meet the needs of scholars,
medical professionals, and others interested in com-
municating with elderly individuals.

Although cultural implications have been dis-
cussed in other chapters, Chapter 7, “Cultural Issues
in Communication and Aging” by Loretta Pecchioni,
Hiroshi Ota, and Lisa Sparks, specifically examines
cultural issues associated with communication and
aging. To set the stage, cultural communication and
the impact of cultural norms are explained, that is,
how we approach individuals (or groups) from
whom we differ. Pecchioni, Ota, and Sparks first
identity issues to help understand communication,
aging, and culture. They include the weakness of
chronological age as a predictor of behaviors, defi-
nitions of aging across cultures, the fact that age
may be co-cultural, and that the percent of aging
individuals impacts culture itself. In addition, they
provide an overview of current cross-cultural and
intercultural literature on communication, aging, and
culture, highlighting the notion that the perceptions
and experience of aging differs vastly across cul-
tures. The chapter is extended to include cultural
influences on communication and aging in various
contexts such as relational, organizational, political,
mass, health, and educational communication. They
conclude by stating that “complex theoretical cir-
cumstances are needed to develop adequate theories
of aging—theoretical circumstances incorporate cul-
ture, time in history, place, individual characteristics

and experiences” (p. 195). No theory is offered but
they provide a broad overview of existing literature
and challenge researchers to include cultural aspects
to theory development. This chapter has an excellent
list of references.

Part III of the volume deals with “The
Communication Construction of Relationships in Later
Life.” The first chapter, Chapter 8, by Karen L.
Henwood (“Adult Parent-Child Relationships: A View
From Feministic and Discussible Social Psychology”)
focuses on the different theoretical and methodological
perspectives in relationships between aging parents and
children. Particular emphasis is a critical approach
where she argues that “too much attention has been
paid to the outcomes of relationships and too little to
the communicative process by which they are pro-
duced” (p. 223). We need to consider the social psy-
chological perspective of examining parent-child rela-
tionships. Henwood examines research in parent-child
relationships via discussing a social psychological per-
spective, feminist research of mother-daughter rela-
tionships, and the gendered and social bonds by which
such relationships are maintained.

In Chapter 9, “Communication in Close
Relationships of Older People,” Marie-Louise Mares
and Mary Anne Fitzpatrick provide a primarily empir-
ical overview of research regarding marital and close
relationships. One of the difficulties of research on
older people, as pointed out by Mares and Fitzpatrick,
is that it is “unlikely future cohorts of older adults will
have the same marital experience as the cohorts
described in the research reviewed here” (p. 23).
Overall, their current synthesis of research portrays a
positive outlook on old age, which is somewhat con-
trary to previous research on aging. This review
focuses on key issues of older relationships and
includes primary selections of marital quality in old
age; effects of transitions in later life that include
retirement, children moving away from home, spousal
caretaking, sexual activity, and satisfaction in old age;
and communication in the aging couple. They com-
mend the current observational work being conducted
on elderly adults and encourage and challenge schol-
ars to continue the use and development of rigorous
theory and research techniques.

In examining the familial life span perspective
(in Chapter 10, “The Nature of Family Relationships
Between and Within Generations: Relationships
Between Grandparents, Grandchildren, and Siblings
in Later Life”), Valerie Cryer McKay and R. Suzanne
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Caverly provide a historical account of four decades
of research. Their review is based on a feminist per-
spective that includes gender, culture and socio-eco-
nomic issues as a framework for explaining commu-
nication and aging research. Their focus is on how
grandparent-grandchildren and sibling relationships
are long-term familial relationships and need addi-
tional research to understand more fully the rich expe-
riences these generations have to offer. They chal-
lenge traditional social science research and argue
that such research may disadvantage less mainstream
relationships (generational and non-traditional) in our
contemporary society. They conclude by offering
lifespan and feminist perspectives as a way to enrich
the explanation of familial relationships. 

In the last chapter of Part III, “Friendships in
Later-Life,” William K. Rawlins focuses on the impor-
tance of friendships in later-life such that diversity and
life circumstances are just as salient in older friend-
ships as any other developmental life period. He exam-
ines later-life friendships via the dialectical perspective
to identify the social and functional roles friends play
in later-life.

Rawlins identifies what is perceived as aging in
social and personal contexts—such as gender-linked
friendship—as well in broader realms of retirement,
marriage, and widowhood or other familial relation-
ships. In addition to the contexts, Rawlins carries the
dialectical perspective throughout the chapter by
addressing various tensions and challenges of older
adult friendships and familial relationships such as
independence vs. assistance, among others. Overall
he concludes that “despite their limitations, friends
typically play vital roles in sustaining older persons’
feelings of well-being and life satisfaction” (p. 293).

Part IV deals with organizational communica-
tion in three chapters. In Chapter 12, Mark J.
Bergstrom and Michael E. Holmes examine
“Organizational Com-munication and Aging: Age-
Related Processes in Organizations.” As our work-
force ages, organizations must consider the “physi-
cal, psychological, social, and cultural facts of aging
related to retirement processes” (p. 306), which,
according to Bergstrom and Holmes is being ignored
in organizational arenas. The authors provide an
excellent critical review outlining the challenges
organizations and employees face in regard to aging.
A beginning discussion of the perspectives of aging
to include age as chronological, functional, psy-
chosocial, and organizational set the stage for the

chapter. Next, strengths and weaknesses of various
models and theoretical applications to the process of
aging from an organizational perspective are
addressed and include the life-span approach and
career theory. Bergstrom and Holmes continue their
discussion challenging the myths of old age in
organizations that still exist today: illness, accidents,
job performance, learning and change, and retrain-
ing. They conclude with suggestions to address the
phenomena of the social construction of aging with-
in organizations.

As baby boomers have been a primary marketing
target, “marketers now realize that the boomers’ par-
ents are alive and well” (p. 329), thus, Chapter 13
(“Marketing to Older Adults”) by Anne L. Balazs
focuses on how current marketers have turned their
attention to older adults. Balazs begins by identifying
the foundations of marketing research via several dis-
ciplines and outlining the main objective of marketing
to older adults: an exchange of life satisfaction and
quality of life. Balazs does an excellent job of identify-
ing variables examined by marketers in order to target
older adults. In addition, older adults’ purchasing
habits are also highlighted, thus proving a spectrum of
marketing, from consumer to producer. As both sides
of the spectrum inform each other, stereotypes are dis-
pelled and implications for research in the older popu-
lations are highlighted. Conclusions indicate the
importance of marketers to pay attention to the societal
changes of an elder population to create the appropriate
communication products and services to enhance the
life satisfaction of the older consumer.

Because one’s career is a vital part of life, for both
men and women, the notion of retirement and leisure
among the older population is the focus of Chapter 14
(“Retirement and Leisure”). Miriam Bernard and Chris
Phillipson provide a description of retirement as a
social institution, socially constructed and perceived by
society. They provide a nice breadth of men’s and
women’s issues surrounding retirement, including
activities and social relationships; thus, dispelling the
stereotype that retirement and leisure are equitable
assuming that retirees are functionless and unproduc-
tive. The argument is that emphasis should instead
focus on the activities individuals engage in during and
after the transition of retirement. The authors challenge
researchers to “document new lifestyles, institutions,
and identities among the old” (p. 373). 

Part V turns to issues of political and mass com-
munications. Chapter 15, “The Political Power of
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Seniors” by Sherry J. Holladay and W. Timothy
Coombs examines the political power (perceived and
actual) of seniors in the U.S. and the United
Kingdom. They first identify how the media’s por-
trayal of seniors is misleading, thus framing seniors as
having a powerful voting bloc and perhaps influenc-
ing people’s perception that “older adults are a force
that cannot be ignored” (p. 385). In order to dispel
these myths, Holladay and Coombs point out the
“actual power of seniors.” They argue that although
seniors are more interested in and knowledgeable
about politics than younger individuals, their interests
are not monolithic and that while they have influence
on others, they don’t have decision-making power.
Future implications of senior political power include
the involvement of AARP, the aging generation of the
baby boomers, and the use of technology regarding
political activity of seniors. As highlighted in the
beginning of the chapter, future research needs to con-
sider the media’s perceptions against the actual polit-
ical behavior of seniors.

Lynda Lee Kaid and Jane Garner examine “The
Portrayal of Older Adults in Political Advertising” in
Chapter 16. Because the senior generation is the
largest segment of the population, the verdict is more
conclusive regarding their power in political advertis-
ing. While media have portrayed older adults as both
positive and negative, it is impossible to ignore the
seniors when considering political advertising. Kaid
and Garner tackle this phenomenon of the role of sen-
iors in political advertising via a content analysis of
political television advertisements from 1960-2000.
Their results indicate that overall, senior’s issues
addressed in only 13% of the television spots.
However, the last two elections of 1996 and 2000
demonstrate an increase of senior targeted ads.
Results highlight several categories within the ads,
including the number of ads with seniors, political
party of candidates, gender of seniors, fear appeals,
positive or negative focus of ads, and the portrayal of
seniors in the ad. While seniors may not be decision-
makers (as seen in Chapter 15), politicians are
increasingly paying attention to how seniors are
placed within their political ads and campaigns. The
role of seniors and how they are influenced by politi-
cal advertising is constantly evolving and one in
which political candidates need to consider when
communicating successfully with older voters. This
chapter is a nice addition as it provides a specific
study within the aging context.

In addition to how seniors are portrayed in tele-
vision advertising, James D. Robinson, Tom Skill,
and Jeanine W. Turner examine senior portrayals, per-
ceptions, and viewing habits of mass media in gener-
al in Chapter 17—“Media Usage Patterns and
Portrayals of Seniors.” Specifically, this chapter
describes “the media usage of older adults and com-
pare[s] these patterns with other adult age cohorts” (p.
423) through a synthesis of research including televi-
sion, radio, newspaper, magazine, and computer
usage of seniors. In terms of media usage, seniors are
diverse in their viewing, which includes differences in
gender and socio-economic status. For portrayal, little
has changed and seniors are still limited in visibility
on television when being portrayed in lead roles. The
authors conclude that diverse portrayals of seniors
need to be included in mass media in order to increase
understanding, knowledge and improved social atti-
tudes toward seniors.

Part VI, “Health Communication” turns to an area
often associated with aging. In Chapter 18, “The Older
Patient-Physician Interaction,” Teresa L. Thompson,
James D. Robinson, and Analee E. Beisecker examine
older patient-physician communication, an important
area for communication study with the increased num-
ber of the elderly visiting physicians—more than any
other age group. Comparisons are made between older
and younger patients in regard to the amount of com-
munication questions asked, responses made by physi-
cians, gender differences, and patient involvement. In
addition to those variables within the interaction,
Thompson, Robinson, and Beisecker also examine out-
come variables of health care including satisfaction,
patient compliance, and health status. Other circum-
stances surrounding the patient’s health care include the
impact of a companion, telemedicine, and advanced
directives, all issues which are becoming more preva-
lent for health care than in the past. Because a great deal
of research is empirical in nature, the authors argue for
more methodologies in studying patient-physician
interactions, as well as a call for more theoretical frame-
works. This chapter also provides an excellent review of
research and a vast list of references.

In Chapter 19, “Communication and the
Institutionalized Elderly,” Karen Grainger provides an
analysis of her work (among others) regarding interac-
tions within institutionalized facilities. She shares her
synthesized research and identifies three themes from
her analyses: absence of talk, task-oriented talk, and
dependency-inducing talk. These themes appear to be
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consistent among research conducted and include
methodologies of content analyses, discourse analyses,
ethnographies, and participant observations. Limited
research focuses on the communicative interactions;
thus, this analysis contributed to the communication
discipline’s analyses of diversified perspectives in
examining institutionalized older adults. Overall, con-
clusions indicate that communication between care-
givers and patients is impoverished and that more
attention needs to be placed on the verbal interactions
of parties. Granger argues that an important move
would be “for long-term care of older adults to take
place in an environment in which the ‘caring’ (versus
curing) is elevated to the level of a valued occupation
and skill” (p. 493).

In Chapter 20, “Online Support and Older
Adults: A Theoretical Examination of Benefits and
Limitations of Computer-Mediated Support Networks
for Older Adults and Possible Health Outcomes,”
Kevin B. Wright and James L. Query examine the
benefits and limitations of support networks via com-
puter-mediated communication applications. They
delineate older adult’s use of computer-mediated
communication and how social support affects health
outcomes as a backdrop for their discussion of how
computer-mediated relationships serve as social sup-
port for older adults. They provide an insightful and
thorough review of the positive and negative implica-
tions of computer-mediated communication and high-
light how it can help older adults feel similarities,
empathy and support among each other. Overall, they
argue that although computer- mediated communica-
tion and health outcomes among the elderly is a chal-
lenging research venue, it is important and necessary
given the number of the age groups using technology.
Their implications and directions for future research
provide researchers a wealth of avenues to consider
and pursue in examining social networks and comput-
er-mediated communication research.

The last section, Part VII, addresses issues of
“Senior Adult Education.” In Chapter 21 Frank
Glendenning looks at “Education for Older Adults:
Lifelong Learning, Empowerment, and Social
Change.” This chapter begins with Glendenning outlin-
ing the historical perspective regarding studies of aging
and stereotypes of intellectual decline and the psychol-
ogy of aging. He teases out the debate of aging and
intelligence and argues that because of the longevity of
our population, education for older adults is becoming
increasingly important. In his remarks, he claims that

education is about social change and that the “policy
makers have paid only lip service to the international
movement for education for older adults” (p. 527), and
only a few countries provide public funding. His
review examines the movements in various countries
and their educational development of elderly. Older
adult education is important for not only health practi-
tioners, but for general professional careers, social
workers, general public, and the elderly themselves. In
essence we are inexperienced in training and caring for
the elderly. Rather than robbing elders of their roles in
society (as many times is the case), we must continue
to increase the access to education in our postindustri-
al society. He concludes by stating that in order to
make social change to benefit members of society, we
need to embrace the identification of, understanding of,
and seek input from those who benefit from policies
and services. Thus, in order to make change, we need
to realize that the older generation is a valuable
resource, not only to themselves, but also to society as
a whole.

While Chapter 21 examined a more global
approach to elder education, this final chapter
(“Instructional Communication and Older Adults”)
provides a more intra- and interpersonal look at how
older adults engage in their continued educational
process and how instructional practices can enhance
learning for adult students. Doreen K. Baringer,
Amanda L. Kundrat, and Jon F. Nussbaum begin by
discussing how motivation, physical state, and psycho-
logical aspects impact an individual’s ability to learn.
As students in the classroom become older they are
affected by perceived issues of self-esteem, cognitive
decline, processing speed, vision and hearing impair-
ments, among other things. In order to make older stu-
dents feel more comfortable, Baringer and her col-
leagues provide various strategies for classroom com-
munication. One key component to approach older
learners is to recognize that they are a heterogeneous
population with various experiences and need to be
treated as such. The authors identify key methods/
strategies for classroom instructors to adapt their class-
rooms to the adult learner. Overall their emphasis is on
how educators can embrace adult learners and imple-
ment pedagogical strategies to include the diversity of
all learners in the classroom. It is a great practical guide
not only for educators to consider for adult learners, but
for all students.

From intrapersonal to global/international levels,
communication and aging are examined from multiple
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theoretical and discipline-specific perspectives. The
text overall is a wonderful addition to our understand-
ing of older adults that includes multiple cultural con-
texts and state of the art research. 

—Donna R. Pawlowski
Creighton University

Pendakur, Manjunath. (2003). Indian Popular
Cinema: Industry, Ideology, and Consciousness.
Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. Pp. xiv, 226. ISBN 1-
57273-501-5 (pb.) $23.95.

Though it accounts for the world’s greatest per
country film output, few in the United States know
much about the cinema in India, much less what
Pendakur terms “Indian popular cinema.” By this he
refers to a range of production: “Bombay cinema,
commercial film, masala film, formula film,
Bollywood film, and so on, all of which refer to the
films aimed at the mass audience” (p. 1). This mass
audience encompasses both city dwellers and vil-
lagers. The films themselves go well beyond the
high cinema of directors like Satyajit Ray and
includes films produced for the many linguistic
groups in India. 

True to its subtitle, Pendakur’s book addresses a
range of topics: the structure of the industry, the star
system, the genres of Indian film, and popular reaction.
Unfortunately, this leads to a book that more closely
resembles a series of independent investigations rather
than a synthetic look at Indian cinema. The fact that the
book is a labor of love to which Pendakur returned
again and again over a 15 year period reinforces that
sense. But the individual chapters have great value in
introducing the reader to a vast and often little under-
stood part of world cinema.

An introductory chapter lays out the scope of the
book and of the cinema. The non-Indian reader comes
face to face not only with films in different linguistic
traditions but also with different cultural traditions. The
scholar wrestles with a lack of resources: loss of pri-
mary documents, a late start on film preservation, more
writing in the popular press than in academic journals,
and a disinterest among film principals (producers,
directors, actors) in any kind of research (pp. 3-4). But
Pendakur has persevered nonetheless.

As part of the general introduction, Pendakur
captures some of the distinctive qualities of Indian
popular cinema:

Indian popular cinema springs from a long tradi-
tion of Indian theater and art. The garish cos-
tumes, music, dance, the eye-popping visuals
forming the spectacle, and convoluted story
lines originate from the folk drama tradition that
was so popular prior to World War II. The audi-
ences know what to expect out of a popular film.
They don’t necessarily go there to find a new
story every time, but to see how the formula
unfolds, how clever the director is in coming up
with the twists and turns to the plot, and how
good the songs, dances, and fights are. (p. 11)

Knowing this goes a long way to understanding Indian
cinema.

Chapter 2 examines the industry, particularly the
changing scene of exhibition, production, and distribu-
tion. From big city locations to the “touring cinemas”
that travel from village to village, distributors organize
an industry that accounts for some 13 million ticket
sales each day (p. 16). But this is only one part of an
industry that coordinates exhibitors and producers. In
addition, the Indian popular film industry now supplies
a growing expatriate community in global markets.
And, like many other industries in many other places,
Indian films face pressures from underworld figures or
racketeers.

Chapter 3 switches the focus to the film indus-
try’s relationship with the government. India has a
National Film Development Corporation to support
production; the government also has a bureaucracy
of film censorship (which, as in other countries, has
seen changing cultural values and hence film
guidelines). In addition the government influences
the film industry by regulating the import of non-
Indian films.

After the general sketch of the external structures
that shape Indian film, Pendakur turns to the internal
landscape of the cinema: aesthetics, genres, and topics.
In Chapter 4, an examination of the “masala film”
anchors a larger discussion of the interplay of aesthet-
ics and politics. 

Masala is an appropriate metaphor to analyze
India’s popular cinema because it draws atten-
tion to the variety of ingredients that make up
the basic narrative structure of the popular film.
Just as there are regional variations to the
masalas (spices) that are used in Indian cooking,
cinemas also take on certain regional specifici-
ties. (p. 95)
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These typically melodramatic films have not only pre-
dictable plots but particular aesthetics, which play into
the various nationalistic movements in India and its
regions. One feature of these aesthetics that most (even
non-viewers) outside of India know is the use of music.
Chapter 5 takes the reader on a tour of film music, its
kinds, functions, and extra-film manifestations. 

The last two chapters of the book examine sexu-
ality in Indian cinema. Chapter 6 puts it in terms of a
kind of voyeurism coupled with government enforced
restrictions. The last chapter examines a particular kind
of film—snake movies, “in which snakes play central
characters” (p. 173). Despite the potential for opening
up difficult topics, both chapters tend more to feature
plot summaries or move-star gossip. We learn a lot
about various actresses and their roles, but not so much
about the overall cultural significance of the represen-
tation of sexuality. 

While this film comment approach is most evi-
dent in the later chapters, Pendakur veers into it
throughout the book. In the midst of many of the dis-
cussions, the reader must detour through the plots of
representative films. Such an procedure does teach
about Indian cinema, but this reader, at least, found it
distracting.

The book has a reference list, subject and author
indices, and a list of interviews. Since it is one of the
first academic books of its kind, the interviews are
very helpful in preserving a partial oral history of
Indian cinema.

—Paul A. Soukup, S.J.
Santa Clara University

Rantanen, Terhi. The Media and Globalization.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2005. Pp. ix,
180. ISBN 0 7619 7313 3 (pb.) $35.95.

Terhi Rantanen attempts two things in this book:
using some popular globalization theories, she tries to
introduce media into the mix; then she adopts an orig-
inal form of empirically demonstrating the conse-
quences of media within the globalization process.
There are many questions to be asked of the warrant
of this brief book, but they are not to downgrade an
original approach to an important topic. To begin
with, the author proposes a definition of globalization
that includes media (unlike a number of other global-
ization theorists): “Globalization is a process in which
worldwide economic, political and cultural and social

relations have become increasingly mediated across
time and space” (p. 8). After a brief discussion of the
consequences of mediated globalization, Rantanen
turns to the issue of an appropriate methodology
which she identifies as “mediagraphies” or life histo-
ries of media use and their consequences for a series
of three families over four generations or approxi-
mately the last century. The premise for the use of this
method is that it works at the individual level of
media use over the last approximately 100 years from
three families widely separated culturally and eco-
nomically to trace how, when, and with what conse-
quences the introduction of various media had in their
lives. There is a distinct advantage of looking at dif-
ferent generations as it helps to trace the changes over
time. She makes it clear, however, that she does not
expect to generalize from her findings; rather she
wants to begin to empirically trace the globaliza-
tion/media process on a small sample to understand
what concepts like “time,” “space,” “interconnected-
ness” and even “globalization” might mean in relation
to mediation of people’s social relations.

In Chapter 2 the author begins with a review of
globalization and media periodization (when global-
ization as a process began and when different media
were introduced) by combining the work of
Robertson on globalization and Lull and McLuhan on
media. She opts for a view of media and globaliza-
tion as relatively recent phenomena with a return to
Giddens’ notion of globalization as a continuation of
modernization in the form of “high modernity.” With
this established in a table of modern media introduc-
tions beginning in the last quarter of the 19th centu-
ry, she begins to trace the life histories of her three
family sample. She concludes that each generation in
different ways became exposed to the different forms
of mediated communication in ways that allowed for
exposure to modern content as well as the media
being used for mediated forms of interpersonal com-
munication among families as they moved to differ-
ent locations.

In the next two chapters, Rantanen tackles the
two poles of the consequences of the media/globaliza-
tion debate: homogenization and heterogenization. The
first was proposed by the cultural imperialism theo-
rists, arguing that the flow of American popular culture
to other nations and cultures eroded national cultures.
This position emphasized the production and distribu-
tion structures of dominant American companies and
added a focus on accompanying capitalist con-
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sumerism. The second position was a later response
and critique beginning around 1990 with an emphasis
on the active audience and the individual response to
foreign content. The author devotes Chapter 4 to a
review of the arguments in favor of homogenization,
but adds that nationalism in media was perhaps a more
important form of media influence than was globaliza-
tion. In Chapter 5 she examines the arguments for indi-
genization of foreign content and the heterogenization
position. In the end she examines her three families and
finds that both factors are at work in the globalization
process, and that both consequences are good or bad
according to the circumstances and the interpreter’s
own position. 

In the final substantive chapter on cosmopoli-
tanism and in the conclusion, the author makes her case
for media’s role in globalization and its consequences.
What emerges is her sense of cosmopolitanism as a
result of the growing media and communication inter-
connectedness. Her position contradicts the position of
other scholars who argue against identities that go
beyond the national localities we inhabit, but she
makes her case with a reference to the “imagined com-
munity” of Anderson’s analysis of nationalism in new
countries created in the 20th century. The conclusion
that globalization is promoted by media in very differ-
ent ways and with different consequences for the four
generations of the families that she has traced makes
some sense. In the end, she concludes that all of the
positions seem to have a stake in outcomes but that the
process is complex and nuanced in ways not common
in the literature. 

There are a few caveats that might be noted:
first, the methodology is not clearly articulated as it
is not ethnography in any accepted sense and, as a
consequence, the reader must stop on occasion and
ask whether some of the conclusions are based on
the data or a construction of the author; second, the
focus on the consequences of media and globaliza-
tion for families is never clear as the author touches
on large variables such as homogenization/hetero-
geniczation, cosmopolitanism, and identities and
does not make the connections between data and
concepts clear. Still, as an exercise in further
expanding the frontiers of the media and communi-
cation in the globalization debate, the book has made
a significant contribution.

—Emile McAnany
Santa Clara University

Salwen, Michael B., Bruce Garrison, and Paul D.
Driscoll. (Eds.). Online News and the Public. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005. Pp. xix, 384.
ISBN 0-8058-4822-3 (hb.) $110.00; 0-8058-4823-1
(pb.) $45.00.

While reading Online News, I kept thinking of
Moore’s Law, the oft-quoted tenet developed by Intel
founder Gordon Moore. First appearing in an article
Moore wrote in 1965 in Electronics magazine, Moore
amended the statement in 1975 to state that the num-
ber of devices on computer chips would double every
24 months, meaning, in essence, that performance
doubles about every 20 months or so. That computer
you just bought may already have a smaller, faster,
cheaper replacement. 

I wonder if there’s a corollary that relates to stud-
ies examining digital trends. By the time the work is
published, it’s very nearly outdated. That is the main
drawback to Online News and the Public. The fast-
evolving nature of the Web and ways to use it to com-
municate news, opinion, and information barely give
one time to analyze and place each trend and develop-
ment into perspective before one is hurdled into the
next trend. 

The book was published in 2005, yet looking
through the reference lists for each chapter, I couldn’t
find a citation published after 2003. A discussion of
Web portals barely mentions Google and Google
News, though there is an explanation of how Google
uses algorithms to develop its news content. 

Despite that major drawback, the book’s authors
have assembled a good starting point for other research
on digital trends. 

Online News is in three parts: first, an overview
of the history of online news and online newspapers,
trends, and legal issues; second, a series of eight stud-
ies “grounded in the media effects and uses traditions,”
including credibility, public fear of terrorism, third-per-
son effect, uses and gratifications, community build-
ing, and media substitution; and third, two studies that
look at online posters and chat rooms. The studies are
meticulously executed and overwhelmingly quantita-
tive, drawing data from telephone surveys conducted in
2000 and 2001. One study that looks at postings to
Arab chat rooms after 9/11 has qualitative elements. 

The value of Online News is in that meticulous
research in what the authors term baseline studies,
beginning with author Bruce Garrison’s history of
online newspapers in Chapter 1, an insightful and con-

COMMUNICATION RESEARCH TRENDS VOLUME 25 (2006) NO. 3 — 37



cise timeline. Subsequent chapters describe models and
theoretical approaches to online news. Again, the main
value to the reader/researcher is laying that foundation
to evaluate where the trends are going. 

Author Michael B. Salwen offers the hope that
online news sites “can, if properly harnessed, con-
tribute original information, stimulate public debate
about the issues, and emerge as important news media
and social forces” (p. 49). It seems blogs have taken
part of the roles he envisions, but one of the handful of
mentions of blogs in the books comes in a footnote in
Salwen’s chapter:

Blogs are controversial because they are often
untrue. They are uncensored and free for every-
one to use. This may make them appear a desir-
able outlet for news. However, blogs lack the
checking for good journalism and are often
regarded as personal views, rants, and responses.
(p. 69)

He’s right, but the power of blogs can’t be dismissed in
2006.

It’s inevitable that new developments and new
research eventually overtake older work, but the new
work needs a good base. Online News and the Public
is an excellent foundation for building further
research into the fast-evolving world of online news
and information. 

References appear at the end of each chapter, with
author and subject indices at the end of the volume.

—Carol Zuegner
Creighton University

Sorice, Michele. (2005) I media: La prospettiva socio-
logica [The media: the sociological perspective].
Number 437 in the series “Media Studies” directed by
Alberto Abruzzese and Fausto Colombo. Roma, Italy:
Carocci, Editore. €20.30.

Michele Sorice is one of the foremost researchers
in the area of media studies in Italy. He is Professor of
the sociology of cultural and communicative processes
at Rome’s La Sapienza University and also teaches
sociology at the Università della Svizzera Italiana in
Lugano. He is, in addition, a visiting lecturer at the
Pontifical Gregorian University’s Centro Interdiscipli-
nare sulla Comunicazione Sociale. 

This book is aimed at both students and schol-
ars in Italy and gives an up-to-date, coherent account
of recent developments in the media. It is also a use-

ful book with which to introduce media studies to
students as it is written in clear, accessible language,
which is not so usual in academic books, whether
they are written in Italian or in any other language. It
would be useful both for media studies students and
for others who are studying human and social sci-
ences in giving them an overview of the methodolog-
ical foundations of media research, particularly, as its
cover tells us, of the most recent trends in European
research in cultural studies.

The chapters look at subjects from the definition
of the terms used, through the history of media research,
effects studies, and ethnographic and audience studies;
the book would be useful for its extensive, multilingual
bibliography (pp. 201-225) alone. The book concludes
in an unusually frank manner, saying:

It is not an easy task [to cover these subjects].
Here is why this is so, once again, it is not pos-
sible to arrive and to write true conclusions:
Research is always the joining of trajectories
that come from new points of departure. There
are only two rules that should always bring to
those who undertake social research on the
media. The first of these is that humble and
impassioned participatory style of which
Boltanski speaks, which will then result in many
other things. The second is to remember that the
beginning and end of our research are the people
of today and of tomorrow. (p. 199)

—Maria Way
University of Westminster

School of Media, Arts and Design

Sriramesh, Krishnamurthy and Dejan Vercic, The
Global Public Relations Handbook: Theory, Research,
and Practice. Mahwah, NJ and London: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates. 2003.Pp. xxxvi, 564. ISBN 0-
8058-3922-4 (hb) $155.00; 0-8058-3923-2 (pb.)
$65.00.

The editors, from Singapore and Slovenia,
respectively, say, in their Preface, that the book was
prompted by “the need for a comprehensive body of
knowledge that will help public relations practition-
ers operate strategically” in a global context charac-
terized not only by democratization and by the devel-
opment of more scientific and sophisticated forms of
public relations but also by a proliferation of region-
al and worldwide organizations and trading blocs that
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often involve public relations professionals in their
management. They saw a need not only to describe
public relations practices in regions around the world
but also to link those practices with sociocultural
variables (p. xxiii).

Over a period of two years they assembled “con-
tributions from 35 leading scholars and professionals
with first-hand knowledge about the status of the pub-
lic relations industry in their region” (back cover of
paperback edition). They also aimed to deliver a “thor-
ough discussion on the transnational public relations
activities of governments and NGOs” (ibid.). The role
of UNESCO is emphasized both in a foreword by
UNESCO Director Koichiro Matsuura and in chapter
20, “Public Information in the UNESCO: Toward a
Strategic Role,” by Vincent Defourny, UNESCO’s web
chief editor (pp. 425-440).

Defourny’s discussion of UNESCO’s vicissi-
tudes is, in itself, a study of public relations problems
on the global level. After an early period marked by
some successes, such as the preservation of Egypt’s
Abu-Simbel Temple, the organization became
embroiled in debilitating controversies—most
notably that over the “New World Information and
Communication Order,” in the early 1980s (pp. 429-
430). The fading of the Cold War and some adminis-
trative and personnel changes gave hope that the
organization might regain some ability to accomplish
its original objectives. Various studies attempted to
learn how the organization could be made more effec-
tive. In particular, inquiries in 2001 found that, in
spite of a broad measure of support for its original
principles and mandate “there were many signs of
frustration and disappointment vis-a-vis an institution
that has embarked upon too many fields, that it does
not possess resources to match its ambitions, and that
tends to be stultfied by a degree of bureaucracy,” and
that it was unable to “illustrate its mission by a sim-
ple and easily understandable image” (p. 434). This
image problem threatened to sink the organization’s
impact “in a mood of general indifference” (ibid.).

The editors have striven for broad international
coverage. Chapters deal with Western Europe, the
United States, Australasia, five countries in Asia,
two in Africa, two in Latin America, and three from
among former Soviet bloc countries, in addition to a
“conceptual piece” on sub-Saharan Africa. They
express regret that additional contributions from
Africa and Latin America were frustrated by lack of
data (p. xxviii). In order to establish comparability

among the various chapters, authors were asked “to
not only describe public relations practice in their
countries but to attempt to make informed linkages
between environmental variables and the profes-
sion.” (p. 1). To standardize the material in the 17
individual country chapters, the editors presented, in
Chapter 1, “a theoretical framework for global pub-
lic relations research and practice,” which was fol-
lowed in each of the country chapters (p. 1).
Although earlier authors have recognized the need to
link international public relations studies to social,
political, and economic contexts, apart from some
work on culture few studies have effectively dealt
with the relationship between those variables and
public relations (p. 2).

Part 1 applies the framework to Asia and
Australasia, with chapters on China, the United Arab
Emirates, Japan, Singapore, South Korea, and
Australasia. Part 2, on Africa, focuses on South
Africa and Egypt. Part 3, on Europe, goes into detail
with chapters on Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden,
Poland, Slovenia, and Russia. Part 4, on the
Americas, has chapters on the United States, Brazil,
and Chile. Part 5 broadens the geographic perspec-
tive in Chapter 19 to discuss “transnational public
relations by foreign governments,” and in Chapter 20
to deal with UNESCO, as was mentioned above.
Chapter 21 confronts problems of “Managing
Sustainable Development in Sub-Saharan Africa,”
and formulates in the process “a communication
ethic for the global corporation.” Chapter 22 discuss-
es public relations agencies. Chapter 23 deals with
the “movers and shakers” of transnational corpora-
tions. Chapter 24 is concerned with
“Nongovernmental Organizations and International
Public Relations.”

Finally, as an epilogue (Chapter 25), co-editor
Sriramesh isolates “The Missing Link:
Multiculturalism and Public Relations Education,”
arguing that, “Given the extent of globalization that has
occurred especially in the past 10 years, a majority of
public relations practice in the 21st century has, and
will continue to, become multinational and multicul-
tural in nature” (p. 505).

References follow each chapter, and both author
and subject indexes are provided.

—W. E. Biernatzki, S.J.
General Editor, Communication Research Trends
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Stout, Daniel A. and Buddenbaum, Judith M. (Eds.).
Religion and Popular culture: Studies on the
Interaction of Worldviews. Ames, IA: Iowa State
University Press, 2001. Pp. 327. ISBN 0-8138-2276-9.
$44.99.

Religion and the media are gridlocked in con-
stant conflict. Religious groups’ accusations against
popular culture and primarily its big media exhibitors
range from a liberal bias on one hand to outright hos-
tility toward religion on the other. Yet the opportuni-
ty to benefit from media power to shape perspectives
on all subjects is also too strong for those religious
groups to pass up. This symbiotic relationship is the
subject of Daniel Stout and Judith Buddenbaum’s
Religion and Popular Culture: Studies on the
Interaction of Worldviews. These worldviews present
a conflict of values, a fusion of theoretical perspec-
tives on both religion and popular culture, and a rich
interaction of perspectives played out on a popular
culture battlefield.

The essays in the first section, “Theoretical
Perspectives on Religion and Popular Culture,” survey
theoretical issues in religion and popular culture. The
fundamental question addressed by the four essays is,
what is the relationship of religion and popular culture?
Buddenbaum (p. 19) answers that question through an
extension of Agenda Setting theory and Cognitive
Processing to conclude that the media and churches
comprise a dual force that influences public opinion.
Schultze (p. 40) describes the relationship of media and
religion as “love/hate”; religious groups benefit from
the unifying characteristics of a common media enemy,
yet those commonalities are often reinforced by a pop-
ular culture that obscures the uniqueness of the reli-
gious groups. Hoover describes the relationship of reli-
gion and popular culture as has having shifted, in a
major way, from a dualism between the “private and
the public, between the religious and the secular . . .
[to] a less definite space where those distinctions exist
in a state of fluidity and flux” (p. 50). Stout (p. 63)
draws from medium theory to examine how evolving
technologies provide a context or “information envi-
ronments” for purposes of sharing religious informa-
tion to build community. The way religious informa-
tion is exchanged helps to create and modify the infor-
mation itself.

The essays in the second section, “Institutional
Perspectives on Religion and Popular Culture,” pres-
ent various religious perspectives on the media.

Buddenbaum reviews Christian approaches to media,
Cohen the Jewish Tradition, Luthra reviews
Hinduism, and Palmer and Gallab address Islam and
the West. (This book’s publication precedes the inci-
dents of September 11, 2001.) The authors draw from
Yamani (1994) to assert the now plain understate-
ment that “Islamic-Western tensions may be growing
with the expanding information society” (p. 112).
However, their discussion of the challenge faced by
Muslims in the West to maintain a balance between
Western values and their own deep religious values
and the use of Arabsat as a communication system
designed to reach other Muslims still provides a
framework for understanding contemporary funda-
mental challenges between the two groups.

The theoretical base laid by the first two sections
is complemented by “Empirical Studies, Essays, and
Case Studies.” Though the opening sections provide a
diverse take on the relationship of religion and popular
culture, the case studies are decidedly Christian in
focus. A few examples bear this out. Warren (p. 169)
interviews Southern Baptists to pinpoint their reasons
for the 1997 Disney boycott (betrayal and distinctive-
ness). Lepter and Lindlof (p. 217) use a root metaphor
analysis, a process of identifying linguistic patterns
that compare dissimilar concepts that drive world-
views, to examine Kentucky and Tennessee Nazarene’s
emergence from abstinence (withdrawal) from movie
going. They identify the language patterns of battle,
legalism, and athletic contests as the sources of major
root metaphor explanations for movie-viewing habits
of the subjects. Haley, White, and Cunningham (p.
269) use interviews to determine how young evangeli-
cal Christians use religious products. What emerges
from the interviews is the notion of a Christian brand
that young people associate with CDs, bracelets, and
other popular items. 

Other studies in this section transcend the
Christian question. Rimmer and Brody (p. 146) inter-
viewed Vietnamese in a southern California commu-
nity to examine their tolerance (defined by the authors
as a show of “support for the constitutionally guaran-
teed civil liberties of individuals or groups”) for First
Amendment rights. The study draws from the
received model to identify one finding significant to
this volume—“religion was found to be associated
with intolerance” (p. 164). Buddenbaum revisits her
1996 Middletown studies to establish a breakdown by
religion of radio genres from which members of vari-
ous religions receive information about politics. Hess
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(p. 289) concludes the volume with an essay calling
for educators to embrace popular culture into reli-
gious education.

The battle lines drawn in the amorphous culture
wars have undoubtedly blurred. The proliferation of
media channels and accessibility coupled with bour-
geoning religious expression in the U.S. has confound-
ed the soldiers on the front lines. Television programs
such as the Simpsons, once considered the bane of fun-
damentalist Christians but now even called the “the
most moral show on television” (Holsten, 2003), may
be seen as an opportunity to capitalize on mainstream
programming. Exploring this middle ground is one of
the primary objectives of this volume.

Contributors are primarily in the fields of com-
munication, journalism, and mass communication. The
volume has a combined author/subject index.

—Pete Bicak
Rockhurst University

References
Buddenbaum, J. M. (1996) The role of religion in newspaper

trust, subscribing, and use. In D. A, Stout and J. M.
Buddenbaum (Eds.) Religion and mass media:
Audiences and adaptations (pp. 123-134). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Holsten, N. (2003, April 27). A Homeric odyssey. Newsday.
Retrieved May 2, 2006, from http://www.snpp.com
/other/articles/homeric.html.

Yamani, M. A. (1994). Islam and the West: The need for
mutual understanding. The American Journal of
Islamic Social Sciences, 14, 88-98.

Sumiala-Seppänen, Knut Lundby, and Raimo
Salokangas (Eds.). Implications of the Sacred in (Post)
Modern Media. Göteborg: NORDICOM, 2006. Pp.
274. ISBN 91-89471-34-2 (pb.) €30.

Studies of media and religion have become
more prevalent recently, perhaps because of the sup-
posed religious connection of many news stories,
although the connections with religion may or may
not be relevant to the story. Communication Research
Trends was a forerunner in supporting and exploring
the early research into media and religion. This edit-
ed collection came into being following discussions
of members of the Uppsala Group at Jyväskylä that
were then continued at the Media, Religion, and
Culture Conference in Louisville, KY, in 2004.

The book’s first four papers consider the some-
times awkward field that is “Studying Media and the
Sacred.” Academics in some countries, perhaps par-
ticularly the United Kingdom, have a tendency to
denigrate any academic work that has even a slight
relation to “religion” or “the sacred.” Lundby (pp.
43-62) discusses the meaning of the term “sacred”
which is that of something being “set apart.” Often,
what is set apart is anyone with a religious faith, who
may either be pictured as a little stupid or, alterna-
tively, as a fanatic. This book attempts to make steps
forward towards addressing this lack of attention to
this important area, even if other earlier steps have
been made.

The implications of the sacred in history, news
stories relating stories with a religious connection, and
also the religious import of media coverage are consid-
ered in Section 2. News and current affairs having been
used as case studies, the third section looks at digital
culture, the Internet, film, and literature. While news
and current affairs are “serious” subjects of study, this
section looks at the more “popular”areas of culture. A
particularly interesting chapter is Jeanette Sky’s piece
on the religious import that it is possible to draw from
Harry Potter. Perhaps the next volume will consider the
Da Vinci Code furore, which occurred just too late for
the publication of this book.

Unsurprisingly, the majority of this book’s
authors come from the Scandinavian countries, but
there are also pieces written by scholars from the
United States and the United Kingdom. The vast
majority of works on the media and religion come from
an American background or deal with issues relating to
terrorism. Sadly, Islam is often conflated with terrorism
and those who write such articles or books may have
very little knowledge of the tenets or cultures of Islam.
In consequence, this book is an interesting addition to
the literature on media, religion, and culture and would
be a useful addition to any library or to the reading lists
of courses or modules in this field.

For some time, scholars have begun to search
for religiosity and spirituality in popular culture,
even those with no obvious religious content or even
intent. Films, books, plays, and songs, even some
computer games, have dealt with religious subjects
and some of the best selling media products have a
religious background to their stories: Gibson’s The
Passion of the Christ; Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci
Code and Angels and Demons; not to mention the
innumerable horror films that relate in some way to
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religion, if only through the symbols used.
Following the Enlightenment, the message from cer-
tain circles of academia has continuously been that
God is dead and religion will soon no longer exist,
yet the 2001 census in the United Kingdom had 71%
of the population describe themselves as Christian.
According to the UK’s Foreign and Commonwealth
Office, the UK also has 1.9 million Muslims, around
one million Hindus, 330,000 Jews and a variety of
other faiths, including (again according to the cen-
sus) 10,000 people who describe their faith as “Jedi
Knight”! This is a quite uncanny connection
between the media and religion, even if a rather
strange one.

The growth of this study area can only be for the
good, but more clarification of the relationship
between media and religion is needed. Academics tend
to write, speak, and teach about democracy and free-
dom of speech, but religion can, as I noted above, often
be the subject of denigration. If this book can be a tiny
step towards greater depth and recognition of the aca-
demic study of media, religion, and culture, it may help
to obviate this tendency.

Each essay has its own reference list; there is no
index. There is an “About the authors” section.

—Maria Way
School of Media, Arts and Design

University of Westminster

Valkenburg, Patti M. Children’s Responses to the
Screen: A Media Psychological Approach. Mahwah,
NJ and London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2004.
Pp. vii, 164. ISBN 0-8058-4763-4 (hb.) $45.00; 0-
8058- 4764-2 (pb.) $22.50.

The influence of screen media in the lives of
children is a topic continuously debated within both
the academic realm and popular press. There are
those who argue media have a deleterious effect upon
our youth, while there are others who believe media
can play a positive role in the life of a young child.
Despite interest in this highly debated field and the
thousands of studies related to children and media,
Valkenburg notes that much of the academic research
is “still in its infancy when it comes to our knowl-
edge about the uses, preferences, and effects of dif-
ferent media” (p. vii). In this book, Valkenburg
attempts to fill this void by discussing the latest the-
ories and research on children and screen media. She

explains that the book is not intended to be a com-
prehensive textbook on children and media but rather
encompasses what she believes to be some funda-
mental topics that should be included in a media psy-
chology course on children and the media. 

The book begins with a discussion on how the
perspectives of childhood have changed over time,
and how these perspectives have been influenced by
historical, political, and economic factors.
Valkenburg attempts to show how perceptions of
childhood relate to changes in media content
designed for children. The history of research into
children and media is also touched upon in this chap-
ter. While the chapter is fairly brief, it offers a solid
introduction into understanding the relationship
between children and media—and the research that
revolves around it. 

Following the introductory chapter, the book is
comprised of five additional chapters which “together
offer an insight into the most important subjects in the
research into children and media” (p. 12). Chapter 2,
“The Development of a Child Into a Media Consumer,”
reviews how media preference develops over time and
how some developmental-psychological characteristics
of children predict preferences for media content.
Further, a discussion is offered on differential media
preference by gender along with possible explanations
for these differences.

After discussing how children develop as  media
consumers, Valkenburg presents information in Chap-
ter 3 on an area of research that has arguably received
the most attention in the literature: “Media Violence
and Aggression.” Specifically, she presents the state
of empirical research in this area, the theories pre-
sented within the research, media factors and child
factors that may influence the relationship between
media violence and aggression, and finally,  ways that
adults can offset the possible harmful effects of media
violence on children. Valkenburg continues in
Chapter 4 by describing children’s fear responses to
news and entertainment screen media. She addresses
the development of fears and the role screen media
plays in this development. Several theories on the
attraction of violent media are presented along with
the strategies that children employ when confronted
by frightening media. 

Leaving the realm of violence and fear,
Valkenburg offers a discussion of children and adver-
tising in Chapter 5. Beginning with a discussion of
children as both consumers and an important market
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to advertisers, Valkenburg illustrates how children’s
brand awareness develops and how their influence on
family purchases has changed over time. She reviews
information on both the intended and unintended
effects of advertising on children, and discusses char-
acteristics of advertising that may increase its effec-
tiveness with this young audience. Finally, she offers
a brief discussion on which subgroups of children
(e.g., younger children) are more susceptible to adver-
tising than others.

In the last chapter of the book, Valkenburg
explores the “Uses and Effects of Interactive Media”—
a growing area of interest to both policy makers and
academics. She describes common characteristics of
entertainment websites targeting children as well as the
different types of video and computer games that chil-
dren are presented with. Following up on this general
description, information regarding access as well the
possible beneficial/detrimental effects of interactive
screen media is presented. 

While this book does not cover all areas of chil-
dren and media research, it does utilize empirical evi-
dence to offer a concise description of some of the
more essential topics in children and media research.
The content areas covered, along with the extensive
reference section (pp. 137-151), make this book a
valuable reference to both children & media scholars
and students. 

—Jessica L. Taylor-Piotrowski
Ph.D. Candidate

Annenberg School for Communication

Wilson, Toni. The Playful Audience: From Talk Show
Viewers to Internet Users. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton
Press Inc.: 2004. Pp. xiii, 333. ISBN 1-57273-528-7
(pb.) $29.95.

The key message of this book is clear and precise:
“Everywhere, people use television, regarding it as
pleasurably relevant in satisfying their desire to be dis-
tracted and entertained, educated and informed” (p. 5).
And they do it in a very similar way, i.e., with ludic
responses to television, “continually playful processing
meaning” (ibid.). In the context of this book play
means at first the creative freedom of decoding texts

(constructing meaning), the pleasurable experience of
playful identification and involvement. In addition to
that, the author is able to show that there is “a cultural
pluralism of enjoyment” that can be provided by
“many varied interactions between audiences and peo-
ple on television” (p. 10). Hypertexts on the Internet on
the other side offer by definition a huge variety of per-
sonal interpretations and points of view. They are
unique examples of openness. Following the author,
interactive computer-mediated communication can be
studied analogously to “similarly dialogical exchanges
between television’s talk show presenters and their
audiences” (p. 197). Internet use is seen as play-full as
watching television.

This is in short the message of the book on the
playful audience. It is in accordance with findings
that understand watching television and Internet use
as playful experiences. Beside this, the book is quite
descriptive, anecdotal, and redundant. It is a collec-
tion of various statements and quotes that are pitched
at the reader like a piece of “staccato” music. It looks
as if somebody had turned a file-card box upside
down in a hurry. The average length of a paragraph is
around 10 lines. A good bad example can be taken
from the pages 237 and 238. There are 14 paragraphs
of an average length of six lines, every paragraph
paraphrasing at least one author, 19 altogether. A
similar experience can be made on the pages 233 and
234. Two pages for 13 paragraphs and 14 references.
An alternative to the stringing together of quotes is to
cite single witnesses: “One male Malay student noted
. . .” (p. 54); “One Chinese student conveyed her
mystification, . . .” (p. 37); “For one Malay woman, .
. .” (p. 44); “One male Indian undergraduate had dif-
ficulties in . . .” (p. 39).

The book has been published in the year 2004.
The most recent reference (S. Livingstone), just one,
dates from 2002. Personally, I learned one basic les-
son: Ethnographic hermeneutics and research will
have a tough time to be accepted by the mainstream
communication research. There is a demand for
research questions, theories, hypothesis, qualitative or
quantitative methods and findings, for reliable and
valid empirical research.

—Louis Bosshart
Fribourg — Freiburg (Switzerland)
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