
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, Vol. 24, No. 5, 1995 

Beyond Effects: Adolescents as Active Media Users 

Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, 1 Reed Larson, 2 and Daniel Offer 3 

This is an overview of the special issue, "Adolescents Uses of Media." The 
articles in the special issue are described as taking the uses and gratifications 
approach, which emphasizes that people make choices about the media they 
consume and that people differ in their interpretations of media content. The 
common goal of  the articles is to integrate this approach with developmental 
perspectives on adolescence. Common themes include adolescents as active 
media users, the developmental context of  adolescence, the cultural context of  
media use, and integrative and innovative methodological approaches. 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1774, Goethe published The Sorrows of Young Werther, about a 
young man who kills himself in despair over his unrequited love for a mar- 
ried woman. The novel immediately became immensely popular all over 
Europe, inspiring poems, plays, operas, songs, even jewelry and an "Eau 
de Werther" scent for ladies. At the same time, however, the novel inspired 
immense controversy. It was banned in some parts of Germany due to fear 
that impressionable adolescent readers might interpret it as recommending 
suicide, and in Denmark a proposed translation was prohibited for the same 
reason. Although claims that Werther caused an epidemic of suicide in 
Europe are now regarded as unfounded (Hulse, 1989), in one verified case 
a young woman who had been deserted by her lover drowned herself in 
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Europe are now regarded as unfounded (Hulse, 1989), in one verified case 
a young woman who had been deserted by her lover drowned herself in 
the River Ilm behind Goethe's garden in Weimar, a copy of Werther in her 
pocket. Goethe was sufficiently disturbed by the controversy over the book 
to add an epigraph to the 1775 edition of the novel exhorting readers not 
to follow Werther. 

Ever since, the question of media effects has been a source of public 
debate and concern, often with a particular focus on the lives of adoles- 
cents. A recent example took place in the autumn of 1993, concerning a 
movie called The Program released by the Walt Disney Company. The 
movie, about the players and coach of a college football program, quickly 
became controversial because of a particular scene in which one of the 
players demonstrates his manly toughness by lying down in the middle of 
a busy highway at night as cars and trucks whoosh by him. Some adoles- 
cents who had seen the movie proceeded to try the stunt for themselves. 
An 18-year-old Pennsylvania boy was killed, and two other boys were criti- 
cally injured, one of them left paralyzed. In response to the resulting outcry, 
Disney hastily recalled the film and deleted the scene in question while 
disclaiming responsibility for the boys' reckless acts. 

This is about as definite an example of media effects as it is possible 
to find. There can be little doubt that the boys were imitating the behavior 
they had witnessed in the movie. They had seen the movie just days before, 
and the friends who had accompanied them that night testified that they 
were imitating the stunt they had seen in the film. 

At the same time, this incident illustrates why it is problematic simply 
to draw a direct cause-and-effect relationship between a media stimulus 
and the subsequent behavior of a media consumer. Most obvious is that 
literally hundreds of thousands of persons saw the movie complete with 
the controversial scene--it was playing in 1220 theatres at the time, and 
even estimating modestly at 100 persons per theatre would put the total 
number of viewers over 100,000--yet the total number of reported incidents 
resulting from imitating the scene was three. Even if it were generously 
estimated that 100 times as many people imitated the scene as were injured 
in the process, the total number of people who were affected by the scene 
to the point of imitating it would amount to less than 1/100th of 1% of 
the people who watched it. Evidently, then, the people who imitated it had 
traits or circumstances that led them to imitate it when the vast majority 
of the people who watched it did not. 

This incident illustrates both the potentially profound effects of the 
media on adolescents and the complexity involved in tracing those effects. 
Debates over media effects are often polarized, with those at one extreme 
glibly blaming media for every social ill and those at the other extreme 
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dismissing (just as glibly) all claims of media effects as unverifiable. We 
believe both extremes are mistaken, and we offer the articles in this issue 
as a step toward a rapprochement of the two extremes. These articles at- 
tempt to go beyond the debate over effects, instead stressing the role of 
adolescents as active media consumers and the relation of media to the 
rest of adolescents' social and cultural environment. 

USES AND GRATIFICATIONS OF MEDIA FOR ADOLESCENTS 

It is important to recognize, in any consideration of the role of media 
in the lives of adolescents, that people differ in the uses they make of media 
products and the gratifications they derive from them. In contrast to theo- 
ries of media use in which consumers are depicted as the passive, easily 
manipulated targets of media influences, another tradition exists, the uses 
and gratifications approach (Rubin, 1993), which recognizes that (1) people 
differ in numerous ways that lead them to make different choices about 
which media to consume, and (2) even people consuming the same media 
product will respond to it in a variety of ways, depending on their individual 
characteristics. This is the perspective we wish to promote with the articles 
in this Special Issue. 

The articles in this issue take some of the critical insights that are 
arising from the "uses" approach and integrate them with developmental 
perspectives on adolescence. In doing so, the articles stress several common 
themes: adolescents as active media users, the developmental context of 
adolescence, the cultural context of media use, and integrative and inno- 
vative methodological approaches. 

Adolescents as Active Media Users 

Active models of development have come to the fore in most theories 
of adolescent development in recent years. Developmental theorists such as 
Lerner (Lerner and Kaufman, 1985) and Scarr (1993; Scarf and McCartney, 
1983) assert that children and adolescents actively select the environments 
that influence their development. Theorists of adolescents' family relation- 
ships have described changes in parent-child relationships at adolescence as 
resulting from an active renegotiation of the relationship in response to ado- 
lescents' increasing capabilities (Grotevant and Cooper, 1986). Theories and 
research on adolescents' peer relationships have begun to speak less of peer 
"influences" and more of the ways adolescents actively choose their friends 
through a process of selective association (Kandel, 1985). 
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Unfortunately, this model of active development is still missing from 
much of the research and theory on adolescents and media. Even in much 
current research, the dominant model is one in which the adolescent is 
portrayed as passively manipulated by environmental forces. Aggressive 
adolescents are found to listen to aggressive music like heavy metal or rap, 
and it is assumed that the music is inspiring their aggression. Sexually active 
adolescents are found to be interested in sexual situations depicted on tele- 
vision or in magazines, and it is concluded that it is the media who have 
inspired them to become sexually active. 

Media research could benefit from incorporating the active model of 
development. This model is particularly appropriate for adolescents. In 
their seminal article on genotype-environment effects, Scarr and McCart- 
ney (1983) note that as children grow through school age and into adoles- 
cence, they become less involved in and subject to the family environment, 
and more capable of "creating their own environments" by seeking out ex- 
periences that correspond to their particular interests and preferences. Re- 
search confirms that with the entrance into adolescence the amount of time 
spent with parents declines dramatically, while the amount of time spent 
with friends and alone increases (Larson and Richards, 1994). 

The articles in this issue portray adolescents as active makers of media 
choices. Adolescents are described as choosing media according to their 
particular personalities and needs, as part of self-socialization (Arnett, this 
issue), and as seeking out media materials they can use toward the culti- 
vation of a private self (Larson, this issue). The media materials they choose 
are shown to reflect important aspects of themselves and their views of the 
world (Steele and Brown, this issue). They choose certain media as a way 
of demonstrating (and for some protesting) their current status in school 
(Roe, this issue). They are shown to seek out media from diverse sources 
in their pursuit of information about the possibilities of life (Davis and 
Davis, this issue), and evidence is presented indicating that they are espe- 
cially attracted to television programs that contain heavy doses of content 
concerning sex and relationships (Ward, this issue). 

Adolescents are portrayed in these articles as active not only in choos- 
ing media, but also in how they use and interpret media content. They talk, 
sing, and sometimes dance along with the media (Larson, this issue). They 
cut out images from the media and put them on their bedroom wails, often 
in a way that personifies or reconfigures their meaning (Steele and Brown, 
this issue). They discuss TV, music, and magazines with their friends (Davis 
and Davis, this issue). They use media to control their moods, explore pos- 
sible identities, and create meaning in their lives (Arnett, this issue). 
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The Developmental Context of Adolescence 

Choices of and responses to media differ depending on the age of 
the consumer. Children and adults watch more television than adolescents, 
adolescents listen to more music than children (Larson et al., Colletti, 1989; 
Lichty, 1989). Adolescents (aged 12-20) buy the majority of popular music 
recordings (Brake, 1985). The main audience for "action" movies with high 
levels of violence are teenage males. White adolescent girls are among the 
most avid consumers of magazines, with three-fourths of those aged 12-14 
reading at least one magazine regularly (Klein et al., 1993). 

Developmental status influences not only the media choices people 
make, but also how they interpret media content. The same rap song about 
inner-city violence may be understood by a child as a story about heroes 
and villains, by an adolescent as an expression of the performer's frustra- 
tion over the dismal state of the world, and by an adult as a cynical mar- 
keting device by the performers and producers of the song (see Samuels, 
1991). 

Perhaps because most media research is conducted by scholars with 
backgrounds in communications and journalism rather than human devel- 
opment, consideration of developmental factors is rare in media studies. 
The articles in this issue take a step toward adding a developmental per- 
spective to media research, in showing how adolescents adapt their uses 
of media to their changing developmental needs. Certain uses of media 
are described as more common among adolescents than people in other 
developmental stages--for example, the use of media in the service of iden- 
tity formation (Arnett, this issue; Larson, this issue). Shifts in daily patterns 
of media use that take place in the course of development from middle 
childhood to adolescence are described, from TV to popular music and 
from family use to solitary use; these shifts are interpreted as reflecting an 
increase in the use of media to explore private identity issues (Larson, this 
issue). Early and late adolescents are shown to use media in different ways, 
with interest in sexually oriented media increasing as they grow into sexual 
maturity (Steele and Brown, this issue). In the same vein, several articles 
demonstrate that adolescents' media choices center on issues of gender 
roles, sexuality, and romantic relationships, reflecting a heightened atten- 
tion to those topics during adolescence (Davis and Davis, this issue; Steele 
and Brown, this issue; Ward, this issue). In addition, media are seen as 
more important to adolescents than to children or adults, because adoles- 
cents use media as a way of indicating conformity or opposition to adult 
values (Arnett, this issue; Roe, this issue). 
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The Cultural Context of Media Use 

Describing and understanding the cultural context is crucial to un- 
derstanding adolescents' media use, because media use is related to and 
influenced by other aspects of a culture. Most directly, cultures vary in the 
freedom they allow adolescents (and others) to make media choices 
(Arnett, this issue). This can be seen in laws in some cultures that prohibit 
access to certain media for persons under a certain age, for example laws 
concerning pornographic movies. Restrictions also exist in a more subtle 
form, in cultural norms that communicate that some types of media use 
are improper and even shameful, for example norms in Morocco that ado- 
lescent males may attend movies with sexual content but adolescent girls 
may not (Davis and Davis, this issue). 

The articles in this issue portray the process of adolescents' media 
use within the context of their cultures. Media are discussed as a source 
of socialization, and attention is given to the ways adolescents' media uses 
mesh or collide with the values of socializers in the family, school, and 
community (Amett, this issue). Adolescents' use of media for the cultiva- 
tion of a "private self' is described in the context of the task of individu- 
ation particular to European-American adolescents (Larson, this issue). 
Media concerning gender roles, sexuality, and relationships are interpreted 
in the context of the cultural norms they reflect and perhaps reinforce 
(Steele and Brown, this issue; Ward, this issue). 

The special issue also contains two articles from cultures outside the 
United States. Media use in Sweden is described (Roe, this issue), with 
particular attention to the ways that adolescents' media use reflects social 
class divisions present in Swedish culture. Media use in the non-Western 
culture of Morocco is described, illustrating the ways that a culture may 
restrict adolescents' access to media and the kind of dissonance that may 
exist in the socialization process when the messages adolescents receive 
from the media clash with values and socialization practices indigenous to 
the culture (Davis and Davis, this issue). 

Integrative and Innovative Methodological Approaches 

One of the reasons that the debate over the question of media effects 
on behavior has been so heated and inconclusive is that such effects are 
difficult to measure and verify. Numerous laboratory studies have been con- 
ducted, but such studies beg the question of whether the effects seen there 
would be found in the real world. Numerous correlational studies between 
media consumption and behavior have been conducted, but it is difficult 
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to establish direction of effects from such correlations. Natural experiments 
and longitudinal studies present other methodological possibilities, but the 
results of such studies are also open to dispute (see Freedman, 1984). 

We believe that each of these approaches can contribute to an un- 
derstanding of adolescents' uses of media. However, in this special issue 
we offer additional perspectives that may provide insights that go beyond 
those garnered from the methods described above. The methodological ap- 
proaches taken in this issue are diverse, but they have in common an effort 
to combine quantitative and qualitative methods, and a sensitivity to the 
interactions between adolescents' media uses and the rest of their lives. 
The articles also have in common that they are based in theory. Each of 
them integrates empirical results with theoretical perspectives. 

Larson uses a unique quantitative approach, the Experience Sampling 
Method (ESM), where adolescents carry beepers and are "beeped" at ran- 
dom times during the day and asked to record what they were doing, where, 
with whom, what mood they were in, and so on. This approach provides 
important quantitative information about how much adolescents use vari- 
ous types of media, who they are with when they use it, etc. However, 
Larson also uses specific qualitative, idiographic examples to illustrate the 
quantitative, nomothetic patterns, so that the reader is brought into the 
immediate lives of adolescents. Steele and Brown (this issue) use a novel 
method known as "autodriving," where adolescents take the interviewer on 
a tour of their bedrooms and describe on tape the items (often media re- 
lated) that have special meaning for them. They integrate the data from 
this method with data from adolescents' journals of media use. 

Other authors use more traditional methods in creative ways. Davis 
and Davis are anthropologists who have spent time over many years with 
adolescents in Morocco, and they present data derived from the ethno- 
graphic approach that is widely used in anthropology and that may be fruit- 
fully applied to media research. Ward analyzes the content of the television 
programs most popular with adolescents (based on Neilsen ratings), and 
presents both quantitative and qualitative data from that analysis. Roe em- 
ploys a creative integration of European traditions that many American 
readers may find fresh and provocative. He is a British scholar living in 
Belgium who is presenting data from Sweden rooted in the perspective of 
a French theorist. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Many adolescents growing up in industrialized countries use media 
virtually every day of their lives, and this is increasingly true in developing 
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countries as well. Consequently, understanding the meaning and uses of 
media is important to a comprehensive understanding of adolescent devel- 
opment in our time. To this point, virtually all of the research on adoles- 
cents' uses of media has been performed by scholars in communications 
and journalism. We present this special issue with the goal of stimulating 
conversation and collaboration between scholars in these fields and scholars 
in adolescent development. The combination of these perspectives offers 
promise for promoting new insights into the complex, multifaceted signifi- 
cance of media in the lives of adolescents. 
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