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"People seek information that may be potentially useful to them 
from different sources…How extensively different sources are 
used depends, in large part, on their accessibility and the likelihood 
that they will provide the kinds of information sought." 
 - Albert Bandura, (2002, p. 140) 
 
Introduction 
 
 Broadcasting or traditional media have been studied by the uses and gratifications 

perspective (UGP) to uncover the reasons people use traditional media (television, radio, 

newspapers, even film), and as a means of understanding how the gratification of the need can 

result in the media affecting the user (Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 1974; Geiger & Newhagen, 

1993; Ruggiero, 2000; Rubin, 2002).  The perspective is concerned with how an individual's 

motives generate expectations of the media, which leads to certain types of media use in the hope 

of gratifying the initial need, while at the same time possibly resulting in other consequences 

(Palmgreen, 1984).  "Gratification-seeking had been found to play a role above and beyond all 

other factors in people's choices about whether to join the audience of mass media, which media 

to attend to, and what particular content is selected for attention." (Swanson, 1992, p. 311).  UGP 

is essentially an umbrella, describing a research interest, and by itself does not theorize the why's 

and how's of the relationship between the need, the user and the media.  It has instead served as 

the paradigmatic foundation from which various media choice, use and attributes theories have 

sprung.  While UGP has focused on creating typologies of gratifications sought and obtained, 

there has been less research in the paradigm as to how traditional media fails to gratify the user 

or the context from which the motivations to use the media arise (Swanson, 1992).   

 The purpose of this study was to investigate what led media users to be dissatisfied with 

their interaction with the media.  Possible reasons may be found in the characteristics of the 

medium, its message, the situation, the situation-specific needs of the user, or some combination 
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thereof, as "…the gratifications obtained from the media content reflect the encounter between 

the content and the audience member's motivational orientation to it." (Swanson, 1992, p. 310)  

As this study focused on the content analysis of an already completed qualitative/quantitative 

interview, the main goal was to understand the perceived characteristics the users saw as the 

cause of their dissatisfaction.  This goal was chosen to empirically and theoretically illuminate 

certain aspects at the core of UGP that have remained in the dark, as well as providing insight 

into the practical application of the mass media in everyday life.  

What UGP tells us, and what it doesn't 

 While UGP has been criticized for being atheoretical, the perspective has generated a 

number of theories designed to explain the relationship between an individual's needs, their 

media use and the effects of this use on themselves and subsequent media interactions.  While 

numerous theories have described how a person's expectation impacts their subsequent behavior, 

Palmgreen and Rayburn (1982, 1985) championed this theoretical framework as an explanation 

for uses and gratifications relationships.  Their Expectancy-Value Theory initially predicted that 

gratifications sought from the media will be influenced by the user's evaluations, beliefs and 

ascribed-importance of the media (1982), in a way very similar to how beliefs can influence 

behavior.  Gratifications sought (GS) were the outcomes expected to be obtained after interaction 

with the media, while gratifications obtained (GO) were perceived outcomes of engaging with 

the media.  How the user perceived the gratifications obtained would influence later interaction 

with that same medium in the same context.  In a closer examination of the obtained 

gratifications, they added satisfaction from the interaction after gratification obtained as a 

mediating variable to explain subsequent engagement with the media for that gratification (1985).  
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McDonald (1990), in his discussion of media orientation, added to this theory by describing how 

the attitude influencing media use could be oriented towards either the medium or the message. 

 Expectancy-value theorists publicize the importance of audience perceptions and 

reactions to the potential media sources, thereby assuming a motivated-to-act user, as a 

fundamental condition in the gratifications sought and obtained relationship.  "If the audience 

members are to select from among various media and nonmedia alternatives according to their 

needs, they must have some perception of the alternatives most likely to meet those needs."  

(Palmgreen, 1984, p. 35).  However, other research has found that expectations and values about 

a potential gratification are more of an indirect route to predicting media use than understanding 

the actual gratification-seeking intentions the user has within a media use situation (Swanson, 

1992), where the gratification sought needs to be understood as to how it has been created by the 

interaction of the user and the situation.  The lack of expectation as a prediction of satisfaction 

may be particularly accurate if the user is in a situation that requires media use, but the situation 

is one in which the user has no prior experience upon which to base an expectation as to how the 

media would perform and thus gratify them. 

 Also, expectancy-value theory, while discussing the importance of basing attitudes and 

expectations upon characteristics of the media, does not theorize what these characteristics might 

be.  Media Richness Theory formed out of both social presence theory (Short, Williams & 

Christie, 1976) and information-richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986).  Social presence theory 

conceived of media use as determined by the degree to which it enables interpersonal interaction, 

while information-richness theory saw the importance on the amount and type of information in 

the medium's content.  Media richness theory combines these elements, describing a rich media 

as one that conveys multiple verbal and non-verbal cues (more diverse information), allows more 
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immediate feedback (interaction), and has a personal focus (relevance or affective) (Trevino, 

Webster & Stein, 2000).  How the user perceives the richness of the medium will impact their 

decision to use that medium.  Hence, media richness theory adds on the discussion of media 

characteristics that expectancy-value lacked. 

 However, like any theory, media richness theory is not without problems and critiques.  

In response, Channel Expansion Theory proceeded as a modification to further realize the user's 

perception of the media (Carlson & Zmud, 1999).  The theory says the experiences with the 

richness of a given media will impact perceptions and thus use of that media.  Thus there is a 

feedback loop, where experience with a media could lead to more experience given satisfaction.  

This theory closes the loop that draws in media richness to expectancy-value, as satisfied 

interactions with media are assumed to create a foundation for future positive expectations will 

predict subsequent interaction.  However, like media richness theory, channel expansion theory 

has been almost exclusively used in organization communication and computer-mediated 

communication interests to explain communication and digital media selection, although 

theoretically it is very similar to expectancy-value theory.   

  That is not to say no UGP related theory discusses media characteristics.  Niche Theory 

(Dimmick, Kline & Stafford, 2000), and its subsequent research, while not addressing these 

limitations of expectancy-value directly, does address attributes of mass media as a means of 

understanding the gratification opportunities of the medium.  Niche theory, as a media 

economics theory, states that each medium fulfills certain needs for the potential audience and to 

compete for that audience, digital media will have to serve those needs better or serve those 

needs not currently being fulfilled.  What Dimmick and associates, in their research based on this 
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framework, have shown are the various characteristics of traditional media where digital media 

has the potential to better serve the audience.  

 Essentially, instead of examining the faults of traditional media directly, these studies 

compared how traditional media lacked abilities that newer media possess.  Dimmick, Kline and 

Stafford (2000) saw limitations in traditional media due to limited content and rigid schedules to 

which the user must conform in order to receive any benefit.  In their study, user's rated the 

telephone higher in socialibility gratification because it was more personal, immediate and 

emotionally rich; however, email was rated superior overall because of time flexibility inherent 

to it.  In other words, email was preferred because it conformed to the user's and/or target's 

schedule and was not bound to the reality of time zone and distance differences.  Thus, refuting 

niche theory, the medium that offers more types of content as well as more control over 

scheduling when they use the media will be the medium to offer more gratification opportunities 

to the consumer (Dimmick, Chen & Li, 2004).  While Dimmick et al. (2000) examined specific 

characteristics of traditional media in comparison to digital media, Chew (1994) examined media 

characteristics as impacted by personal characteristics, such that higher relevance of the 

information sought prompted use of television, radio and newspaper due to timeliness of 

information provided.   

 Dimmick and Wallschlaeger (1986) detailed how digital media offer more content choice 

and more control over content than traditional media, which would give digital media an edge 

should the user be actively seeking information.  Savolainen (1999) found that the major criteria 

for preferring to use the Internet were: ease of accessing large amount of information; savings in 

time and money; interaction with experts; independence of time and place for conducting search.  

According to participants for Dimmick et al. (2004), the Internet was perceived as superior over 
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traditional news sources due to the variety and availability of content.  Cowles (1989) found that 

people perceived interactivity as more personal, similar to the concept in media richness theory 

that found people preferred media that allowed for interaction with a person.  "It may be that the 

diversity of information available on the World Wide Web allows users to explore interests not 

normally available in the older media." (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2000, p. 39).  Examining these 

studies, again the main characteristics regarding media choice appear to be control and 

sufficiency of content issues.  

 Ruggiero (2000) discussed characteristics of the Internet not common amongst traditional 

media as being interactivity, demassification, and asynchroneity.  Interactivity details how much 

control the user has over the medium, such that in times of activity or for task-oriented people, 

this connection over the medium helps to fulfill their information needs.  Demassification refers 

to the user's ability to choose from a wide assortment of available content, allowing individuals 

to selectively choose what they perceive will gratify their needs.  Asynchroneity is the idea that 

the content can be sent and received at different points in time, allowing the user of the medium 

to access the content at a convenient time and place.  All three of these characteristics then 

describe some ability to control the medium and its messages, while there is also an underlying 

influence or aspect of the user's desire to reach content that will provide the type of information 

they need to gratify their drive.  If a medium increases the user's ability to control and thus 

access needed information, then that medium should be seen as more satisfying to the user.   

 Little research has been done in UGP as to what are the characteristics about the media 

that lead to a good relationship between the gratifications sought and the gratifications obtained, 

and much less about what leads to a poor relationship.  Instead of examining the media as a 

mediating variable on the GS-GO relationship, more research as looked at what produces the GS, 
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and how the GO feedbacks back into this production, in a way similar to how channel expansion 

and media richness theories are related.  In UGP research, the psychological and social reasons 

for the creation of motivations that in turn lead to media use has been less empirically studied 

(Elliott, 1974; McGuire, 1974; Swanson, 1992; Althaus & Tewksbury, 2000; Rubin, 2002).  

Typically, motivations have been measured in terms of personality traits and societal traits such 

as gender, socioeconomic status, and other demographics (Swanson, 1992); this has typically 

been how UGP researchers define motivations originating from the interaction of the individual 

in a social environment (Palmgreen, 1984). 

 In studying the concept of audience activity, Levy and Windahl (1984) measured 

selectivity (active decision-making) as dictated by general interest in news and not situation-

specific interest in some news issue, and then found low selective attention to the news.  One 

explanation for being active before but not during exposure could be because the news content 

was not relevant to user, and thus they were only in a surveillance mode, which was 

conceptualized as a need for a general awareness of information but not selectively attending to 

specific content.  This discrepancy can also be seen in Wenner (1982), where the surveillance 

gratification obtained from specific news programs was less than the gratification sought from 

that program, and in comparison to the GS-GO relationship for general news media.  Wenner did 

not measure the exact reasons people turned to news programs like 60 Minutes, and conceivably 

such a question may have improved the correlation between the GS and GO in this case.  In fact, 

this same relationship was found by Palmgreen, Wenner and Rayburn two years earlier (1982), 

with television news programs being effective yet "imperfect" providers of news-related 

gratifications; again, this gratification was measured with general questions, such as "to keep up 
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with current issues and events."  Were the news programs relevant to some actual need that 

individual was facing in their everyday life, this relationship might have been different. 

 When the content does have relevance to the user, both Chew (1994) and Gantz, 

Fitzmaurice and Fink (1991) found situation-specific information needs influence selection and 

attention to specific news content to what would normally be ritually consumed media.  As 

described by Rubin (1984), ritualized media viewing is habitual and passive while instrumental 

media viewing is goal-oriented and active.  In the case of Gantz et al. (1991) and Chew (1994), 

instrumental media use appears to occur in specific situations when the user needs a question 

resolved.  The difference between a surveillance gratification and an information-seeking 

gratification could be that surveillance is less related to a situation-specific need driving a 

motivation to acquire specific information.   

 A study conducted by Canary and Spitzberg (1993), investigating how loneliness related 

with media gratifications, did find that people who were lonely in a given situation reported the 

strongest motives for watching their favorite soap operas.  These individuals, attributing their 

loneliness not to themselves but rather to external and unstable aspects of their situation, were 

more likely to believe the soap operas were more satisfying as they perceived them to be 

essentially entertaining and engaging diversion.  Here then is an example of situational factors 

interacting with user's perceptions of media attributes impacting their satisfaction with their 

media experience, and the linking of two approaches to media and user relationships provides a 

theoretical framework to be further explored in this study. 

 There is a pre-existing theory that closely approximates the proposed model of situation, 

user and medium.  Media Dependency Theory predicts that there is a triangular relationship 

between society, the media and the audience (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976), such that the 
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relationships between the three factors create and nurture an interdependency between the three.  

Dependency is described in terms of how well the relationship between the media and the 

audience fulfilled the audience's needs; and in a society where individuals experience increasing 

alienation from each other and their society, the media play an even larger role of maintaining 

communication across these gulfs (Merskin, 1999).  "Individuals require media-delivered 

information to function in modern societies.  The more salient the information needs, the 

stronger is the motivation to seek mediated information to meet these needs, the stronger is the 

dependency on the medium, and the greater is the likelihood for the media to affect cognitions, 

feelings, and behaviors." (Rubin & Windahl, 1986, p. 185).  The media will satisfy needs of the 

individual should the individual depend on the media for fulfilling such needs (Rubin & Windahl, 

1986); and one of the hypothesized situations in which this relationship is expected is in times 

when the individual is experiencing uncertainty or conflict due to external forces (Ball-Rokeach 

& DeFleur, 1976).  While dependency theorists often describe this uncertainty factor as existing 

on a societal level, it is conceptually possible to explore the same atmosphere on the individual 

or situational level. 

 Media dependency theory recognizes that there are several factors influencing an 

individual's reliance on a medium and/or its content, such as the individual's goals or needs, the 

context in which the individual acts and the nature of the medium and the message (Merskin, 

1999).  This overlap then naturally leads into combining media dependency theory and UGP, as 

dependency discusses how social-structural factors can constrain motivation while UGP allows 

for a more active or voluntaristic user within that constraint.  Rubin and Windahl (1986), in their 

discussion of a uses and dependency model, discuss how the addition of the two models allows 

for UGP to consider motivations as more situationally-bound.  "Within societal systems, 
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individuals have different socially and psychologically produced and constrained needs, interests, 

and motives to communicate.  Needs, motives, or desires lead to personal and mediated behavior, 

which may lead to dependency on a mass medium, its content, or functional alternatives." (Rubin 

& Windahl, 1986, p. 187).  However, media dependency theory is more concerned with 

macrolevel social forces on an individual and the media system rather than the more immediate 

external constraints, such as interpersonal pressures, that may be influencing individuals in a 

microlevel situation (Ball-Rokeach, 1985).   This is not to say that macrolevel social forces do 

not impinge upon the microlevel, only that such social forces may be diluted or otherwise 

modified before their effect is felt on the microlevel. 

 Thus, from across the communication fields, there appear to be attributes of the situation 

and media that affect how users perceive and engage with them.  The media attributes can be 

seen as either medium-specific (such as feedback potential and ability to access and control) or 

message-specific (such as amount and diversity of content as well as relevancy to the user).  The 

situation factors could be numerous, as macro and micro interact, but as predicted by media 

dependency theory, uncertainty and ambiguity, or lack of perceived control, in a situation may be 

influential in how individuals use the media (Ball-Rokeach, 1985; Rubin, 1993), as their 

expectations for what the media can do for them may be impacted by what they perceive the 

situation and the medium within the situation will allow.  "The gratifications experienced by 

audiences are not controlled entirely by the features of the message, message genre, or medium.  

Instead, audiences contribute something to the equation as they creatively use mass media to try 

to accomplish their own purposes." (Swanson, 1992, p. 312).   Extrinsic to the media itself is the 

user, whose perceptions will be influenced by their internal personality traits and motivations 
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(Rubin, 2002) as well as the situational context and social factors influencing them at the time of 

choice (Trevino et al, 2000; Bouwman & Wijngaert, 2002).   

What this study does 

 In terms of understanding how a situated user perceives the media and/or its content as 

helping them in the given situation, there are three dimensions to consider for predicting media 

use during this sort of information-seeking.  First is the user; not on their sociodemographic 

characteristics or personality traits but their perceptions of the need, the context from which the 

need arose, the situation in general and the medium as a source (Bouwman & Wijngaert, 2002).  

This perception dimension would appear to be the beginning and the end of the story.  However, 

there is objective truths as to the characteristics of the situation and the medium that must also be 

taken into account, as these factors will limit the access and control the individual has in 

obtaining and using a medium as a source, such as time, income, location, the nature of the need, 

etc., and all of which can impact the perception of the user.  The factors of the situation that 

might produce these perceptions are less understood and are thus one of the aspects investigated 

in this study.   

 There are also the medium-specific characteristics unattached to the situation's 

characteristics, which will impact the user's perception but are external to both the user and the 

particular situation in that they are set by some outside and typically unattached third party (i.e. a 

network news programmer) (Trevino et al, 2000; Dimmick et al, 2004).  The medium dimension 

can be further divided into control over the medium and the variety of message (Palmgreen, 

1984).  The medium can be characterized by its control aspect, which would include how 

interactive it is and how accessible it is (Ruggiero, 2000; Sundar, 2004).  The message can be 

characterized by its sufficiency aspect, which would include the depth, breadth and relevancy of 
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the information it contains.  All of these characteristics, to make the media be gratifying, depend 

on how the user perceives them, and often these perceptions are influenced by the situation.  Not 

all users in any given situation will require the same level of control and sufficiency from any 

specific medium to judge that medium to be either a help or a hindrance (Rubin & Windahl, 

1986).  Thus the perception of the user is incredibly important in understanding this help versus 

hinder dimension.  But there can be no doubt that such perceptions will be based upon the very 

objective characteristics inherent in the medium and/or its content (Sundar, 2004). 

 The basic question driving this research then is how does the situation, from which the 

need arises, impact how well this need is gratified?  That is, does the situation, and how the user 

perceives the situation, affect how they perceive the media as gratifying their need? 

 RQ1:   Are media uses and gratifications obtained constrained by the situational 

 characteristics in which the gratification sought is generated? 

 RQ2:  What are the recurrent hindrances users perceive as the reason for why traditional 

 media sources failed to provide them with the help they were seeking? 

 RQ3:  Do the perceptions of the media hindrances vary more by characteristics of the 

 media,  the situation, or a combination of the two? 

 To understand the interaction of inherent media characteristics, situation characteristics, 

and user perceptions, I was fortunate enough as to have access to a large database of qualitative 

and quantitative data on user's perceptions of media sources in different situations they faced.  

Not only does this database have information on how helpful and non-helpful they perceived the 

media, it also has information on what their needs were in the situation, how important they 

perceived the situation, their perceptions on why the situation occurred, and various other factors 

that measure their perceptions.  For the purpose of this study, I conducted a content analysis of 
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the themes in the user's discussions as to what about the media sources prevented these sources 

from providing them all the help they needed.   

 Based on my reading, I expected critiques of the media to be based on perceptions of the 

control and sufficiency as outlined above.  In addition, the three traditional media sources to be 

analyzed in this study vary on these two fundamental categories.  While control is weak for all 

three, sufficiency does differ in that newspapers typically offer a higher amount and diversity 

than does either television or radio on a given subject, to the extent that research has shown an 

information-seeking gratification was better satisfied by newspaper (Palmgreen, 1984).   

H1a:  When the medium is criticized by the user, this criticism will mostly correspond to 

the issue of control, be it accessibility or interactivity.   

H1b: Television and Radio will be criticized more for lack of interactivity, while 

Newspaper will be criticized more for accessibility. 

H2a:  When the message is criticized by the user, this criticism will mostly correspond to 

the issue of sufficiency, be if depth, breadth or relevancy. 

H2b:  Television and Radio will be criticized more for lack of depth and relevancy, while 

Newspaper will be criticized more for lack of breadth. 

H3:  Television and Radio will be criticized more than Newspaper due to the issues of 

control and sufficiency.   

 In addition, the constraints of the situation, as measured by importance and perceived 

locus of control and being conceptually similar to what Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976) 

discussed as prime conditions under which media dependency would flourish, were predicted to 

restrict the usefulness of traditional sources in the following way: 
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H4: As the importance perception of the situation increases, the media will be perceived 

as failing the user more (for either control or sufficiency) than if the situation is perceived 

as being less important. 

H5:  A situation perceived as being imposed upon the user will result in the media being 

perceived as failing the user more (for either control or sufficiency) than if the situation is 

perceived as being voluntary or just happening. 

 
 

Method 

Data Pool 

 The analysis of the perceptions of media sources in specific situations was done by using 

the data recorded from the IMLS-OSU-OCLC Information Users Survey interviews.  The 

interviews were conducted on a sample of faculty, graduate and undergraduate students from 

college campuses across Ohio.  A total of 409 individuals were interviewed, in sense-making 

interviews that covered five situations and averaged 70 minutes in length.  Locating situations 

where media sources were discussed for how they hindered the user yielded 450 situations.  

Across these situations, Television was used and critiqued 154 times, Radio 100 times, and 

Newspaper 368 times.  This results in a total of 622 media sources with the potential for being 

analyzed across the 450 situations.  Interjudge and intrajudge reliability was conducted on 5% of 

these studies in separate trials, with percentage agreement calculated at 94% and 98% 

respectively.  

Unit of Analysis:   

 To understand the perceptions of why the media failed them, the unit of analysis was the 

media source itself (n=622).  This analysis consisted of two parts.  First, the quantitative scales 
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for the Source Question "How do you rate the helpfulness of this source?", where 1 is minimum 

help and 10 is maximum help, were collected for all those sources not rated as a 10.  This 

numerical value was later used in correlation and regression analyses to test H3-H5.  For these 

media sources, the answers to the question "What prevented this source from being more help?" 

were thematically analyzed (as described below) and then quantified to explore H1a-H2b.    

 To understand the characteristics of the situation and the perceptions of the user 

regarding the situation, the unit of analysis was the situation (n=450).  Specifically, the focus was 

on the responses to the initial request to relate a specific type of situation, as well as their 

answers, to the Situation Perception Questions "How important was this situation to you?" and 

"Do you see this situation as one that just happened, was imposed upon you, you wandered into 

voluntarily, or a combination of the above?"  The first question yields a quantitative data set, 

where ratings are on a 10 point scale, 1 being not important and 10 being very important.  The 

second question, designed to measure how the individual perceived the causation of the situation 

and thus indirectly perceived locus of control in the situation, yields a qualitative data set based 

upon one of a variety of choices, discussed below.  The qualitative answers were also quantified 

so as to explore the relationships proposed in H4 and H5.  The justification for using this 

question as a measure of locus of control is in how the individual perceives attribution of cause; 

if it is forced upon them or just happens, then the attribution of cause is external to the individual 

versus if the situation came about because they voluntarily engaged in it.   

 To understand how the characteristics and perceptions of the situation impacted the 

perceptions of the media hindrances, the unit of analysis then became the situated media source 

(n=622).  Each media source was examined in the parameters of the situation for which the user 

had some use of it, irrespective if other media sources were likewise used in that situation.  This 
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allowed for understanding how the medium's characteristics interacted with the characteristics 

and perceptions of the situation.  This operationalization thereby allowed for a full exploration of 

the relationships posited in H4 and H5. 

Thematic Analysis 

 Themes were defined as specific and underlying topics and/or concerns that are apparent 

in the writing due to specific keywords used in the description as well as the repetition of these 

keywords.  The coding book used for this study is enclosed in Appendix A.  The open-ended 

answers given to describe the situation, perceived locus of control, and perceived reasons for 

media hindrances were all thematically analyzed, with themes counted for presence but not 

repetition.  Coding based on presence allowed for the creation of quantifiable codes, so as to 

include the themes in correlational and regression analyses.  Themes were derived either 

deductively, as being part of the structure of the interview or generated by the literature review, 

or inductively, by grounding categorization on similarities amongst the discussions of different 

individuals. 

 The nature of the situation was deductively derived from the interview structure as 

participants were asked to relate situations using the following parameters: 1) troublesome 

situation in academic life; 2) scholarship or research situation; 3) troublesome situation in 

personal life; 4) situation in academic life were most sources were electronic; 5) situation in 

personal life were most sources were electronic.  The inductive coding of the situation 

descriptions was completed in order to generate more variability and applicability to everyday 

life than is possible within the confines of the original situation parameters.  Such an inductive 

coding generated various issues participants were dealing with, such as housing, money, 

academic/scholarly, employment, travel, interpersonal, recreation, health, and legal/crime. 
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 How the individual perceived the causation of the situation, and to a degree the locus of 

control of the situation, was deductively derived due to the nature of the question; however, as 

participants were allowed to name more than one reason, there is greater variation by the 

combinations possible.  The three main reasons given in the question are: Imposed, Voluntary, 

and Just Happened.  Many times the participant simply stated one of these choices.  However, in 

cases where the exact words of the question were not used, the answer had to be thematically 

analyzed for the presence of the three reasons or any combination thereof. 

 Finally, the themes for the media characteristics were deductively arrived at due to the 

literature review highlighting the importance of control and sufficiency issues, such that the 

following categories were created: 

 1. Lack of Control, defined as no ability to manipulate the medium or content, with 
 subcategory breakdowns of:   
  Interactive: the ability to search       
  Access, Time: time constraints on using      
  Access, Physical: physical constraints on using     
  Access, Financial: money constraints on using     
  Hard to Use: lack of ability of operate technology     
  Programming: inability to manipulate occurrence      
 
 2.  Lack of Sufficiency, defined as failing to meet a required level of need/want, with 
 subcategory breakdowns of:  
  Breadth, Too Little: variety of content is lacking 
  Breadth, Too Much: variety of content is overwhelming    
  Depth, Too Little: details of content is lacking     
  Depth, Too Much: details of content is overwhelming    
  Relevance, Info NA: information does not apply     
  Relevance, Unreal: does not depict reality      
  Relevance, Info Only: only supplies information     
  
In addition, after reading through a majority of the media source descriptions, another prominent 

category emerged and was included in the analysis: 

 3.  Lack of Trust, defined as having a lack of faith in some aspect, with subcategory 
 breakdowns of: 
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  General: basic lack of faith        
  See Bias: belief of non-objective, skewed media     
  Expectations: little faith in media's ability to help 
 
Statistical Tests 

 Cross tabulations and Chi-squares were calculated for each level of analysis (Media 

Source, Situation Types and User) to determine if the occurrence of themes vary depending on 

their location as hypothesized as well as their variation depending on how the situation is 

perceived as being important and caused.  Correlations and hierarchical regressions were run to 

investigate the relationship between source type, situation type, perceived cause and importance 

and the helpfulness rating. 

Discussion 
 
"At some point in the not-to-distant future, the choice between new 
and traditional media will depend more on how well these 
technologies satisfy particular interests and needs of individual 
consumers than on the current social distribution of necessary 
equipment and skills." (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2000, p. 24).   
 
Practical Implications  

 The support for the prediction that traditional media would fail due to lack of user's 

ability to control the medium and the message has suggestions for how media technology and 

systems are designed, as well as pointing to the strength of the Internet as a tool for information 

seeking (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000).  If it should occur that there continues to be a discrepancy 

between the gratification sought and the gratification obtained such that media use behaviors are 

changed, and if this change in media behavior reaches a societal level, then such changes will 

promote changes in the media system should that media system desire to remain viable 

(Palmgreen, 1984; Dimmick et al, 2000).  The user's desire to have control over their interaction 

with the media is part-and-parcel with the increasing rise of control-oriented media channels 
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(such as TiVO and I-Pod) as indications of the future of mass medium.  "We anticipate that 

television will eventually become interactive and will have both transactional and information 

retrieval capabilities.  Interactive television will find new ways to satisfy the desire for 

informational and cognitive benefits…" (Lee & Lee, 1995, p. 16).  This GS-GO discrepancy is 

occurring at a societal level, even if, according to perspectives such as diffusion theory, this 

discrepancy is only apparent among certain user-technology relationships.   

 The audience is increasingly tasting and thus desiring the ability to control the medium 

they consume.  This control has been in the form of content, from the humble remote control to 

cable and satellite TV, and in the form of access and programmability, in the form of VCR, 

TiVO and I-Pod.  While this may not come with a convergence of the PC and TV into one 

unified channel (Lee & Lee, 1995), the digital transfer of all broadcast within the next few years 

is the type of opportunity the industry should seriously consider to improve evaluations of the 

medium by allowing user's to have greater perceived control, similar to putting newspapers 

online.  Radio may be between the proverbial rock and hard place, as file-swapping, online 

sportscasting, downloadable songs and satellite radio will all surely further degrade a medium 

originally injured by the rise of television in the 1950s.  How well and if the medium survives 

will depend on its ability to match the rising interest in controllability permeating the mass media 

as they slowly drift away from being "mass" and "broad". 

Theoretical Implications 

 As the study provided initial evidence supporting the proposal that an individual's media 

use is impacted by the situation or context in which the use occurs, then the need for 

understanding the user as being situated and their perceptions of such boundaries is a necessary 

and highly promising addition to the branch of uses and gratifications research that seeks to 
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understand the motivations that drive the media choice.  This line of reasoning has been hinted at 

by UGP studies (Canary & Spitzberg, 1993) and related theoretical discussions (Ball-Rokeach, 

1985; Swanson, 1992), especially the uses and dependency model as envisioned by Rubin and 

Windahl (1986).  Focusing on situation-specific motivations rather than generalized tendencies 

(i.e., information seeking versus surveillance) could increase the ability to understand and predict 

media dependency and media effects.  Habit may predict general use, and disposition may 

predict habit, but it is those situations that try us, test us and define us that truly underscore who 

we are and what we do.  By journeying into this interpretive framework, uses and gratifications 

would be strengthened (Swanson, 1992).  

 It is the goal of any scholarly inquiry to generate some sort of rule or set of rules by 

which the world or some phenomenon can be understood, predicted and possibly controlled.  

Uses and gratifications has been criticized for being atheoretical, a paradigm more than a 

systematic model for understanding.  Of course, many theories have been developed under this 

paradigm.  Could all of these theories, or a number of them, be integrated into one 

comprehensive theory of uses and gratifications?  As discussed earlier, the various theories 

appear to overlap and intermingle, crisscrossing over discussions expectations, media attributes, 

origins of motivations, and feedback loops.  Grounding these theories in the interpretation of the 

situated user could provide a way of anchoring the somewhat unruly UGP umbrella and move it 

from being just a perspective to an actual theory. 

 The results of this study, highlighting the failures of mass media as due to perceptions of 

control and sufficiency, indicate (from the "other side of the tracks") how experience with a 

medium could produce negative evaluations such that further engagement with that medium to 

fulfill some gratification is less likely in the future, especially in a similar situation; thus reducing 
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the likelihood for any dependency on the medium to be developed (as well as reducing the 

possible effects resulting from exposure to this medium) while at the same time highlighting 

functional alternatives, like the Internet, that have been developed to fulfill the niche not being 

satisfied by current mass media.  Of course, should the medium actually satisfy the need the user 

had in approaching it, with such need being dictated and influenced by the confluence of the 

situational, dispositional and habitual, then the likelihood that future engagement with that 

medium for similar needs is increased, thus increasing the possibility for media dependency and 

effects from exposure. 

 The proposed relationship between society, the situation, the user and medium and its 

message could be pictured thusly:  

 
Here the need that prompts the media use is conceived of as being influenced by a combination 

of individual, situational and societal factors, which may in turn also be affected by aspects of 

the medium and the message.  The medium and its message can also affect society, the situation 

and the user in other ways, which would influence the need indirectly.  The strength of the 
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relationship between the need and the medium, also defined as the user's dependency on the 

medium, will be influenced by how the individual perceives the medium or its message as 

impacting the need, which would in turn be influenced by the situation and the society as the 

individual is nested in both.  This relationship then on which UGP is founded then appears 

complex, but it is in complexity that the truth is known. 

 Now, this is just a theory in need of actual empirical investigation, and it may only apply 

to one type of gratification, that of information-seeking.  However, the possibility is that such a 

model of motives, use, evaluation, dependency and effects could be applied to other 

gratifications sought, such as interpersonal and entertainment.  In any case, the need for 

integrating the situated user and their perceptions into their motives, use and subsequent effects 

of media could shed new sight into the uses and gratifications individuals have with the 

communication they employ. 
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Appendix A 
 
Perceptions of Media Hindrances Code BookReinhard, C.D. OSU     Confidential
  
Title:  So, why did the media fail you?  Perceptions of medial and medium characteristics 
that hinder traditional media's uses in gratifying situationally-bound needs. 
 
Variables: 

1. Traditional Mass Media (3 categories) 
2. Hindrance Themes (3 main categories) 
3. Type of Situation, Deductive (5 categories) 
4. Type of Situation, Inductive (?? Categories) 
5. Perceived Importance of Situation (1-10 rating) 
6. Perceived Causal Locus of Situation (4 main categories plus 4 combos) 

 
Unit of Coding:   

1. For analyzing the media sources, the answers to the Source Questions "How do 
you rate the helpfulness of this source?" and "What prevented this source from 
being more help?"  The first question yields a quantitative data set, where ratings 
are on a 10 point scale, 1 being no help and 10 being maximum help.  The 
second question yields a qualitative data set and will be analyzed thematically (as 
described below). 

   
2. For analyzing the situation, the answers to the Situation Perception Questions 

"How important was this situation to you?" and "Do you see this situation as one 
that just happened, was imposed upon you, you wandered into voluntarily, or a 
combination of the above?"  The first question yields a quantitative data set, 
where ratings are on a 10 point scale, 1 being not important and 10 being very 
important.  The second question yields a qualitative data set based upon one of a 
variety of choices (discussed below). 

  
Quantitative Thematic Analysis 
Themes defined as: Specific and underlying topics AND/OR concerns that are apparent in 
the writing due to KEYWORD ELICITATION and SUBJECT REPETITION.  Specific theme 
definitions are discussed below. 
 
Themes shall be coded for the following: 
 

1) Presence: Is the theme explicitly suggested in the respondent’s discussion of the 
situation and source? 

a. Themes should be judged based on descriptor phrases, defined as a 
combination of words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, etc.) used to 
convey a single, unified thought that adds to the discussion of the theme, 
either uniquely or repetitively. 

b. Use the keywords and examples from the codebook to judge whether or 
not a phrase suggests the presence of a theme. 

c. Judgments are to be based on explicit evidence, and not the possibility 
that the theme is present.   

 
2) For all variables, indicate on the transcript with a highlighter and pen the 

occurrence of the theme, via its descriptor phrase, and also record on the code 
sheet for reliability testing. 
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3) For each occurrence, only indicate those themes and categories present; this is 

not dummy coding. 
 
4) For each occurrence of a discussion of the hindrances of the media source, record 

the following: 
 
  a.  ID # of the respondent 
  b.  Situation number in which the source(s) are discussed 
  c.  Situation type as inductively coded 
  d. The perceived cause and importance of the situation 
  e.  The type(s) of traditional media being discussed 
  f.  The helpfulness rating of the source(s) 
  g.  The presence of themes for the source(s) 
  
Data Pool 
 IMLS-OSU-OCLC Information Users Survey yields 450 situations where media 
sources were used to gather information.  Across these situations, Television was used and 
critiqued approximately 154 times, Radio 100 times, and Newspaper 368 times.  This 
results in a total of 622 media sources with the potential for being analyzed across the 450 
situations.  All testing of the thematic analysis on the sources for intrajudge reliability 
scores will be conducted on 5% of the total media sources, or 31 sources.   
 

V# FW      Focus of variable  Definition of Variable    Categories   
 
001 3      ID #   Three-digit ID number      001-1xx  
 
002 1      Deductive Situation     One-digit Situation number      1-5 
       Description      Deductive Situation Type 
         1=troublesome academic 
         2=research/scholarship 
         3=troublesome personal 
         4=academic electronic resources 
         5=personal electronic resources 
 
003 3      Inductive Situation     Description of type of situation given  000-nnn 
       Description      Deductive Situation framework 
 
004 1 Cause of Situation      Perceptions of the causation  0=Not given 
      situation, i.e. the question and/or  1=Imposed  
      driving the information-seeking  2=Voluntary  
            3=Just Happened 
                    4=Unspecified Combo 
            5=1&2 
            6=1&3 
            7=2&3 
 
005 2 Importance    How important the situation is    1-10 
      perceived to be, 1 is not, 10 is very 
 
006 1 Media Type   As indicated in the occurrence     1=Television  
      (Television may occur as “TV”)    2=Radio  
              3=Newspaper 
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V# FW      Focus of variable  Definition of Variable    Categories   
 
007 2 Helpfulness of Source For each source, the rating of helpfulness   1-10 
      On a 10 point scale, 1 none & 10 max  
 
008 2 Lack of Control  Discussion: no ability to manipulate   
      Collapsed as follows (code# follows): 
       Interactive: the ability to search   =10 
       Access, Time: time constraints on using  =11 
       Access, Physical: physical constraints on using  =12 
       Access, Financial: money constraints on using =13 
       Hard to Use: lack of ability of operate technology =14 
       Programming: inability to manipulate occurrence =15 
                     Other   =19  
 
009 2 Lack of Sufficiency  Discussion: failed to meet a level of need/want  
      Collapsed as follows (code# follows): 
       Breadth, Too Little: variety of content is lacking =20 
       Breadth, Too Much: variety is overwhelming =21 
       Depth, Too Little: details of content is lacking =22 
       Depth, Too Much: details is overwhelming  =23 
       Relevance, Info NA: information does not apply =24 
       Relevance, Unreal: does not depict reality  =25 
       Relevance, Info Only: only supplies information =26 
                     Other   =29  
 
010 2 Lack of Trust  Discussion: lack of faith in some aspect 
      Collapsed as follows (code# follows): 
       General: basic lack of faith    =30 
       See Bias: belief of non-objective, skewed media =31 
       Expectations: little faith in media's ability to help =32 
             Other   =39 

 
  
 


