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ABSTRACT
The current changes within media environment including new media development became
the major research challenge for the agenda-setting theory these days. Taking into account
the problem of validity of the theory facing new media conditions, the aim of the analysis is
to answer the basic research question: considering the new media development, does the
general media impact (including the old and new media types) on public opinion become
weaker or stronger.

Two years ago, in 2014, the second edition of the book Setting the agenda. The mass media
and public opinion was published. This was seen as evidence of popularity of the agendasetting theory and of its vitality in the communication environment of new media 1. Currently,
the scientific status of the agenda-setting theory is characterised by three elements: the
systematically growing number of studies and publications which deal with, or employ the
theory, the ability to integrate many research fields and create new directions of research 2. In
the 1990s, some researchers considered agenda-setting studies to be a new paradigm in mass
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according to Google Scholar). The first study by M. McCombs and D. Shaw, published in 1972 (Chapel Hill
Study), has been quoted over seven thousand times (7,297); The agenda-setting function of mass media “Public
Opinion Quarterly”, Vol. 36 (1972), no. 2, pp. 176-187.
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agenda-setting have been published; J. Strömbäck, S. Kiousis, A new look at agenda-setting effects. Comparing
the predictive power of overall political news consumption and specific news media consumption across
different media channels and media types, “Journal of Communication”, Vol. 60 (2010), p. 271.

media research3. This opinion arose from the belief which prevailed at that time that M.
McCombs and Donald L. Shaw were the first to ultimately negate the idea of the limited
impact of mass media. Both West-European and American agenda-setting researchers agree
that the theory has become one of the most influential and scientifically prolific paradigms in
media and communication studies over the recent decades4. The development of the theory is
geared both towards the widening of the existing object of research (taking it beyond the
domain of public affairs), and deepened understanding of key findings5.
The unquestionable popularity of the agenda-setting theory is sometimes
accompanied by criticism which stems from the inaccurate or superficial perception of the
theory and its research methods. The main objection raised by certain critics of that approach
is the fact that the research conducted within the scope of the theory is unable to demonstrate
the causal link between the impact of media coverage and the changes in public opinion.
However, those critics take into consideration only the methodology used in the Chapel Hill
Study6. Meanwhile, later studies perfected that methodology, and the theory itself was
verified once again not only in the USA, but also in Western Europe, South America and
Poland7. In 2005, taking into account both the development of the theory and the critical
approach to it, Japanese researcher Toshio Takeshita formulated three challenges for agendasetting research. They mainly concerned the agenda-setting process (e.g. to what extent is it
automatic and unconscious); the identity of the theory (e.g. its links with the framing theory),
and the changes in media environment (new media and online forms of communication
versus the validity and adequacy of the theory).
New media are often intuitively understood as the means of transmission that use
communication via the internet, as opposed to old media (e.g. radio, television, press). It
seems more precise to distinguish between three formats of media: traditional offline media,
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traditional online media and social media8. This analysis uses the term “new media”9 with the
meaning which is widely accepted among media researchers, i.e. to refer to traditional online
media and social media, also called vertical and horizontal10 online communication channels.
The changes which take place in media environment in connection with new media pose
one of the biggest research challenges for the agenda-setting theory. It may be expected that
the role of the media in the setting of public agenda will either diminish due to an increased
number of channels, varied content and blurred distinction between the recipients and the
senders, or that the role of the media will increase if an increased number of channels
broadcasts news on the same topics11. Taking into account the problem of validity of the
agenda-setting theory in relation to internet communication and new media, the reflections
and analyses proposed in this study will seek to answer the following research question:
considering the development of new media, does the general impact of media (traditional and
new, or rather horizontal and vertical ones) on public opinion become stronger or weaker?
The research material will consist of the outcomes of the studies conducted by researchers
conceptualising and operationalising the agenda-setting approach, which focus on empirical
material encompassing the structures and content of online communication. Moreover, the
meta-analytical approach aims to capture the main trends and research directions which have
been developing within the framework of the agenda-setting theory over the recent years.

Challenges for classic agenda-setting studies
Classic studies conducted within the agenda-setting theory are concerned with the impact
exerted by the media, especially by news media (media agenda) on public opinion (public
agenda). The research falling within the first level of the theory has demonstrated that the
media have the ability to impose on public opinion the belief about the importance of certain
topics - issues, problems. Consequently, those topics which are the most frequently covered
8
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by the media are seen as the most important12. Further observations, which led to the
identification of the second level of the agenda-setting theory, have shown that those aspects
- attributes of topics/issues - which are the most frequently discussed by the media become,
in time, the most visible and prominent to the public13. The second level, i.e. the level of
attributes, opened a new chapter in research on media effects because it demonstrated how
news media can affect the citizens’ opinions and showed that the media exert not only a
cognitive impact (the learning process - first level), but also a persuasive one (how to
evaluate a given issue or candidate considering that they possess specific characteristics attributes). Linking the second level of the agenda-setting theory with the interpretive
framing theory and the concept of priming14 has deepened the understanding of media effects
and turned the agenda-setting theory into a comprehensive approach to studying the political,
social and cultural media impact15.
Due to the changes in media environment, as well as the expansion of the internet and
new media in social communication, the theoreticians of agenda-setting (the theory being
based on the findings concerning mass media) are now faced with new challenges and
questions about the validity of that approach in a situation when mass communication is
transforming itself into multichannel media communication16.
In view of the new findings concerning media systems, especially the hybridity
concept17, the agenda-setting researchers have made attempts to verify the results of the
studies conducted to date within the framework of the classic agenda-setting theory18. One of
the key problems was a new identification of the media agenda since, in addition to the media
communication channels considered so far (press, media, television), suggestions were made
to take into account three media formats: traditional offline media, traditional online media
and online social networks19. Each of those formats can enter into different relationships with
the public agenda and produce different effects.
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Hybridisation of media systems is mainly connected with the following factors: the
changing role of the audience (the users of media content are simultaneously its authors,
produsers) and ways of using the media; changes in the structure of media senders (electronic
media, press, internet media); changes in the manner (form, channels) of programme
transmission; the emergence and growing popularity of media communication forms that
combine various transmission channels20. Old and new media are constantly evolving,
adapting to new situations and entering into interactions. One can observe the antithetic
processes of mixing the old and new channels and forms of media functioning, among which
the old, new and renewed ones can be distinguished21. Traditional media - press, radio and
television - still constitute the mainstream, occupy the central position in the media system,
but the mainstream also undergoes changes. New media are growing in popularity and some
of their components are becoming part of the mainstream. Certain trends within the media
system compete with each other, while others cooperate, but all of them contribute to the
system’s hybridity.
According to some researchers, classic theories of communication, including the agendasetting theory, may become to some extent obsolete in the new media environment: “The key
problem for agenda–setting theory will change from what issues the media tell people to
think about to what issues people tell the media they want to think about”22. This idea
reverses the roles of senders and recipients. Its authors predict that the media will not be able
to set the public agenda, but rather will be forced to submit to it.
The main causes of those changes are the hybridisation process and the
commercialisation of media content. Evolution of the media market towards oligopolies
alongside tough competition are the reasons why media senders are primarily focused on
satisfying the needs of the recipients. This is illustrated by, e.g., the fact that news media tend
to provide a greater amount of soft news instead of hard news concerning public policies. The
situation poses a challenge for the agenda-setting theory because the growing sensitivity to
the needs of media content recipients means that the selection of topics to be included in the
media agenda is determined by the viewers, readers, or users’ preferences, rather than by
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journalists or publishers. Under those circumstances, great importance is placed on increasing
the audience figures and gaining advertisers23.
The answer to the question whether and to what extent the agenda-setting theory remains
valid should be sought among the new directions for research pursued by agenda-setting
scholars.

New directions for agenda-setting research
Looking at the most popular directions for agenda-setting research conducted in the leading
Western research centres, several highly promising and dynamic trends can be identified.
Firstly, the research develops most rapidly in the area of comparative studies and studies
concerning the effect of agenda-setting on various regions, countries and political systems24.
Secondly, the research is increasingly concerned not only with the relationships between the
media agenda and the public agenda, but also between the media agenda and the political
agenda). Agenda-setting studies take into account “national agendas”, including the subjectmatter of the decisions made by national institutions, as well as the mutual influence of
various agendas taking place between the national (or state), local and international
institutions (e.g. the European Parliament)25. Another approach is the so-called reverse
agenda-setting which involves investigating whether and to what extent the public agenda
affects the media agenda26. This is connected with the already mentioned problem of
reversing the roles of media content senders and recipients. The phenomenon of reverse
agenda-setting is fostered by the new media environment which facilitates the publishing and
obtaining of users’ feedback to professional journalistic content, as well as monitoring this
feedback. Media organisations monitor internet portals, social networks, search engines and
other internet areas of user activity in search of new ideas for news and other publications27.
In this way, the hierarchy of issues popular among the public affects the subject of interest
and hierarchy of issues in the media agenda. An important role in this process belongs to
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bloggers who perform the function of early recognisers (a kind of an early warning system)
and leaders of the public opinion mediated through the media. The issues or attributes to
which they pay their attention are later undertaken by professional journalists.
Moreover, the new directions of research introduce new types of agendas and
relationships between them as well as new levels of agenda-setting. The network agendasetting model, also referred to as the third level of agenda-setting, was proposed by
McCombs and his co-workers in the publication of 2014. The level goes one step further than
the first and second level of the theory because it assumes that the media agenda can transfer
into the public agenda not only the salience of issues and their attributes, but also the sets of
attributes (bundles), sets of related attributes and issues, or bundles of several issues 28. For
example, if a candidate is usually depicted by news media “in the company” of his or her
specific feature (e.g. an incompetent and weak presidential candidate), they will be associated
with those features and evaluated through the prism of those attributes by the public. The
more frequently news media report on one or two objects or features at the same time, the
greater the chance that the link will also become fixed in the recipients’ minds. The
conceptualisation of the differences between the first, second and third level of agendasetting was depicted in Figure 1.
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H.T. Vu, L. Guo, M.E. McCombs, Exploring ‘the world outside and the pictures in our heads’: A network
agenda-setting study, “Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly”, Vol. 91 (2014), no. 4, pp. 669-686.

Fig. 1. Agenda-setting - traditional approach and network approach
Source: L. Guo, The application of social network analysis in agenda-setting research: A methodological
exploration, “Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media”, Vol. 56 (2012), no. 4, p. 619.

The method of analysing the agenda-setting effect proposed by this new model is
different from the methods used so far because the studies based on that approach
demonstrate that issues and objects can move between agendas not only individually
(separately), but also simultaneously and as groups: “[…] not only can the news media tell us
what to think about and how to think about it, they are also capable of telling us what and
how to associate 29.
Figures 2 and 3 present the results of the studies conducted by Hong Tien Vu, Lai
Guo and McCombs which cover the network links prepared on the basis of the values of
correlation coefficients recorded for particular issues. The strong connections between the
elements - issues (e.g. politics -social disorder -wars - national security) indicate a higher
frequency with which they are associated with each other in media coverage (Fig. 2), which
contributes to creating similar associations in the minds of media recipients (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 2. Network of objects - the media agenda
Source: J.H.T. Vu, L. Guo, M.E. McCombs, Exploring ‘the world outside and the pictures in our heads’: A
network agenda-setting study, “Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly”, Vol. 91 (2014), no. 4, p. 679.

Fig. 3. Network of objects - the public agenda
Source: L.H.T. Vu, L. Guo, M.E. McCombs, Exploring ‘the world outside and the pictures in our heads’: A
network agenda-setting study, “Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly”, Vol. 91 (2014), no. 4, p. 680.

The idea of third level arose from the research on cognitive processes which assumes
that we perceive the world in terms of a network, rather than in a linear manner. The
cognitive network created by media recipients also originates from the fact that in the process
of absorbing new information, we refer it to and link it with the information already stored in
our long-term memory. Moreover, the findings made by McCombs and his co-workers (data
for 2007-2011) suggest that network agenda-setting takes place also between media agendas
(inter-media network agenda-setting), because, as was discovered, various media channels
(TV, radio, press, internet portals) propose similar sets - bundles of issues and attributes
describing public issues. It should be noted that the conclusions drawn from those studies
enriched the previous findings concerning the ability of the media to suggest/impose the
interpretations - comprehensive visions of the world - on political elites and public opinion.
As previously mentioned, the development of the agenda-setting theory led to the
identification of new types of agendas, which enables a better understanding of the processes

occurring in the mediatising reality. They include: the real world agenda, the blogs’ agenda,
the search agenda. The real world agenda is a set of major issues - problems in the
surrounding reality - which should be recognised as being the most important based on the
economic and social indicators (e.g. the issue of unemployment, social inequalities, climate
change, etc.)30. A comparison of the set of really important problems with the media or public
agenda usually reveals a considerable scale of agenda-cutting, i.e. leaving the key local,
national or global problems out of media coverage (which is the basis for shaping the public
opinion). Researchers point out that new media have, to a certain extent, reduced the scale of
agenda-cutting, and consequently also of omitting important issues by news media (the
process of agenda-revealing can be observed), although the process develops slowly due to
the dominant role still played by mainstream media31. This trend also provides some
reflections on the relationship between the problems of the real world and the political elites
who decide about public policies, as well as the role of the media as mediators of information
in those relationships32.
The dynamic development of new media resulted in blogs and bloggers being
introduced into the media space as important participants of the news sphere. The role of
bloggers is perceived in different ways. They can be regarded not only as the representatives
of the public, but also as the representatives of the media or political agenda (blogs run by
ordinary citizens, journalists and politicians). Agenda-setting researchers suggest that
bloggers should be seen as mediators between the media agenda and the public agenda,
fulfilling the previously mentioned role of early recognisers33. The studies carried out from
2002 to 2003 concerning the most popular blog topics in the world and the most commonly
discussed topics in the world media (the media agenda based on the information from the
Associated Press Agency) showed that the blogs’ agenda (at the first level, i.e. the level of
issues) may significantly differ from the traditional media agenda (journalists’ agenda). It
was found that bloggers are relatively independent of professional journalists in their choice
of topics34. Certain results of empirical studies (conducted e.g. by Asian researchers)
identified cases where social networks, including bloggers, were able to influence the
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mainstream agenda, but those were exceptions rather than the rule. The findings made by
Gabriel Weimann (and his team) reveal a certain pattern in blogs’ agenda: blogs are less
likely to set agenda at the first level and more likely to set agenda at the second level, i.e. the
level of attributes. They perform the function of “resuscitators” of old or previously
unpopular news and introduce it into the mainstream agenda35. Bloggers can also fulfil the
role of reframers by changing the interpretive frames suggested by traditional media36.
Due to the growing role of blogs in public communication, certain researchers
question the function of journalists as gatekeepers. The reason for this is that journalists are
required to select information on the basis of professional criteria, while bloggers and social
media content writers do not need to follow those principles and are therefore able to acquire
more information. At the same time, journalists use blog content, as a result of which they
have currently less “gatekeeping power”. Gatekeeping is, to a certain extent, turning into
gatewatching which involves monitoring the content of blogs or social media37, and
subsequently publishing information, e.g. as a quotation, without professional verification of
its accuracy. As a result, produsers, i.e. the users of media content who are simultaneously
unprofessional creators of this content, have increasingly greater power over the media
agenda.
One of the new types of agenda is the search agenda, i.e. the agenda of the topics
searched through search engines. The few studies conducted so far on this subject suggest
that the media agenda (composed of both online and offline media) affects the search agenda,
and the other way round - the search agenda affects the media agenda, which results in the
phenomenon of reverse agenda-setting that was already discussed in this article38. The search
agenda is regarded as the set of issues which is more relevant for the public opinion because
the behaviour associated with searching is more natural and ideologically independent than
the use of other media with a specific thematic profile39. Since users use search engines in an
individual and essentially anonymous manner, this type of agenda may reflect the state of the
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public mind more accurately than the studies conducted by pollsters. The social range of
internet access poses certain limitations here. However, the role of those limitations
systematically declines.

Intermedia agenda-setting and agenda-melding
Recently, there has been great interest in agenda-setting studies which deal with the broadly
understood transformations related to the process and effects of agenda-setting in a situation
of expansion of the internet and new media40. The main questions to be answered here are as
follows: what is the significance of technological changes for the relationship between the
traditional and the new media channels, which of those channels plays the dominant role in
public agenda-setting; as well as whether and how the effects of agenda-setting differ
depending on the media type - the type of media channel41.
The relationship between professional news media and new, participatory media is
characterised by three types of phenomena: competition, complementarity and integration42.
Complementarity plays the dominant role since produsers are generally not so much
concerned with major issues, as they are with highlighting certain aspects of those issues.
Integration takes place through the mutual use of media coverage as the source of
information (also through mutual influences). Competition involves the rivalry for popularity
and advertisers, which translates into efforts to become attractive to the audience. It could
therefore be concluded that new media and citizen journalism do not really replace, but rather
complement professional coverage.
Under these new circumstances, the impact of the media agenda on the public agenda
cannot, on the one hand, be measured without distinguishing between different media
channels (different media agendas may produce different effects)43 and, on the other hand,
there is ample evidence that despite the diversification of media channels, the phenomena of
intermedia agenda-setting and homogenisation of various types of media agenda still occur44.
As a result, the thematic content of various media channels may differ only to a slight degree.
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Various types of media present the same super news because it has the highest informational
value and attracts the largest audience.
The observations concerning agenda-building, i.e. the creation of traditional and new media
agendas (based on various sources and principles, e.g. the criteria of a news item), suggest
that the process of media agenda-building has changed as a result of new technologies, but
they also reveal that the differences between internet portals and traditional media are not that
significant as might be expected. A study carried out in the USA, based on empirical material
consisting of 3,900 news items, demonstrated that traditional media and news websites
offered coverage of almost identical, most popular topics. However, the agendas of blogs and
social media were considerably different from those of traditional media45. Other studies
point to the phenomenon of intermedia agenda-setting which occurs between the traditional
media agenda and the agenda of blogs (devoted to politics). Intermediate agenda-setting
means that journalists from traditional media use blogs as serious sources of information
(they legitimise it), whereas bloggers rely on traditional media as information sources46.
Marcus Messner, Marcia W. DiStaso present the relationships between traditional media and
new media in the form of a “news source cycle”47. It is based on the observation that news
content can be passed from one medium to another and back, along the following path: 1)
traditional media report on an issue - 2) the issue is taken up by bloggers - 3) bloggers
popularise the issue by stirring media attention (making the issue fashionable) - 4) the
attention received by the issue on the internet (the fashion) makes traditional media return to
the topic (or only its selected aspects - attributes) - 5) the way in which the issue is covered
by traditional media once more evokes interest from blogosphere, etc.
The diagnosis of the relations between traditional and new media is slightly different
when the researchers focus their attention on the second level of agenda-setting, i.e. the level
of attributes. While new and old media do not usually differ significantly in terms of the
topics covered, there are considerable differences with respect to the agenda of attributes and
interpretive frames48. Different media often use interpretive frames which are different from
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those employed by their rival channels, or attract attention to other attributes 49. This means
that the phenomenon of intermedia agenda-setting is probably more intense with respect to
the agenda of topics and less intense with respect to the set of attributes which are selected
and presented by different media channels in a more independent way (the same event or
topic, but different aspects). In this regard, bloggers and users of new media play the role of
reframers, which means they pay attention to different aspects of issues, different features of
political actors, and different interpretive frames than professional journalists.
Similar assumptions concerning the different roles of new and old media at various
levels of agenda-setting have provided the basis for the concept of agenda-melding50. The
concept is one of the responses to current research challenges and a sign of flexibility of old
theories in a new environment. Agenda-melding involves combining the elements of various
agendas under the recipient’s personal agenda or under the collective agenda of a given
communication and political community, which enables constructing one’s own image of the
world. The process of agenda-melding and its components are shown in Fig. 4.

Individual or
group preferences
(e.g. the history of
voting)

Voter
Vertical media
(public, social
issues, factual
information)

Horizontal media
(supplementing
factual
information and
opinions)

Fig. 4. Agenda-melding - sources and the process
Source: D.L. Shaw, D.H. Weaver, Epilogue. Media agenda-setting and audience agenda-melding [in:] M.
McCombs, Setting the agenda. The mass media and public opinion. Second edition, Cambridge 2014, p. 146.
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Agenda-melding does not replace the agenda-setting effect which exists in a changed
scope and form. However, the concept of agenda-melding explains why and how the agendasetting effect differs depending on the analysed media channel, group of recipients and
selected individuals. Attention is drawn to the different way of functioning of the media
known as vertical (with a traditional, institutionalised, hierarchical structure) and those
known as horizontal (more democratised - civic and social in their nature). According to
Donald Shaw and David H. Weaver, vertical media provide the basic agenda of news
concerning the public life, while horizontal media provide supplementary information.
Another element determining the composition of the individual or group agenda of a
particular person or community are their views and socio-political preferences to date (e.g.
their voting history). Based on the content of the vertical and horizontal media agenda and
one’s own agenda of preferences, the content of the individual agenda of a particular person
or group is created. Horizontal media usually reflect the key topics of the mainstream agenda,
although new media are often able to make traditional media interested in a niche, attractive
topic. However, the studies conducted by the above-mentioned researchers demonstrate that
there is a significant correspondence between the agenda of vertical, traditional media, and
the agenda of horizontal, new media. The correlation coefficient reached 0.52, which
confirms the existence of the intermedia agenda-setting process. Moreover, it was found that
both vertical media ( a coefficient of 0.87) and horizontal media ( a coefficient of 0.39) are
able to set the public agenda, although the agenda-setting capability of vertical media is still
significantly higher than that of horizontal media.

Summary
Referring to the research question posed at the beginning of the article - whether the general
impact of (traditional and new) media on public opinion becomes stronger or weaker as a
result of the growing popularity of new media - it is worthwhile looking at the findings
arising from the presented directions of research. The following studies point to the
weakening of traditional media influence on public opinion:


reverse agenda-setting - a situation where the hierarchy of issues that are popular
among the online public affects the subject of interest and the hierarchy of issues in
the media agenda;



a change in the role of journalists from gatekeeping to gatewatching which involves
checking what kind of topics appear in blogs or social media and including them in
the traditional media agenda;



search agenda - it affects the media agenda, but a reverse process also takes place
here;



if we consider bloggers to be representatives of public opinion, their activity
contributes to reducing the impact of traditional media on public opinion because they
fulfil the role of “early recognisers” and are able to affect the mainstream agenda,
although this is not a common situation and they are more likely to set agenda at the
second level than at the first one.

The following research directions suggest that the impact of traditional media on public
opinion is growing stronger:


intermedia agenda-setting and agenda-melding - the mutual impact of media agendas,
the mixing of agendas and mutual complementation of their content contributes to the
strengthening of mainstream media coverage and increasing its coherence, although it
is important to note that the intermedia agenda-setting process is probably more
intense in relation to the agenda of topics and less intense with respect to the set of
attributes.



network agenda-setting model - indicates an increased ability of the media to
suggest/impose the interpretations of world-views on the public; new media can
amplify this effect because they offer a greater possibility of identifying and
combining issues and attributes corresponding to the recipients’ preferences;



real world agenda -

owing to new media, the scale of “agenda cutting” and,

consequently, of omitting important issues by news media, is smaller than before - a
wider visibility of the real world in the media enables the media to exert influence on
a greater number of issues; however, account should also be taken of the fact that
social media signal the presence of problems which are “cut out” by traditional media
and in this context, the impact of traditional media on public opinion is weaker.
This meta-analysis was conducted on the basis of existing theories and results of empirical
studies. It shows that we are currently witnessing a transformation of the relations between
the media sphere and the public sphere. The voice of new media in the media sphere is
increasingly stronger. In the light of the studies carried out so far, it is not possible to
unequivocally conclude that online and social media contribute to the strengthening of the
media agenda-setting power in relation to public opinion, but it seems that there are strong
arguments to support that view. They primarily include: the third level of agenda-setting,
intermedia agenda-setting and agenda-melding. Taking into consideration the arguments (in

favour of the weakened media impact on the public) arising from the agenda of blogs, reverse
agenda-setting, search agenda or reduced scope of “agenda cutting”, it should be noted that
those phenomena and processes are to, a certain extent, balanced out by the influence of
traditional media on the new media agenda and the public agenda (e.g. the search agenda is
only partly a public agenda, and partly a direct reaction to the content of old media, similar to
the agenda of blogs). It seems therefore legitimate to say that the impact of the media agenda
on the public agenda was not significantly weakened as a result of the development of new
media. Rather, the strength of that influence remains at the same level in a situation where
new forms of information flow between senders and recipients are used.

