Crisis? What Crisis?

Analysing Audience Studies

Bo ReIMER

Audience studies is without a doubt one of the mostp years ago, when it was challenged by the more
lively subfields within media and communication huymanistic, and, in the traditions’ own word, more
research. This has been the case for more thancgtical, approaches of reception analysis and media
decade. An interesting aspect of the field is that iethnography, (the difference between these two be-
is relatively communicative Within the field, re- ing that reception analysis focuses on texts,
searchers from the social sciences and the humaghereas media ethnography focuses on the whole
ities actually tend to speak to, and learn from, eacBontext within which media use is taking plaée).
other, even though research objectives and methotfaken together, this has meant that audience re-
ologies may differ. The meetings are not alwaysearch today has become more qualitative and more
productive, and obviously not everyone is as comhumanistic in character, and that focus has shifted
municative, but all in all, the dynamic character offrom an interest in generalizable results to more
the field makes it one of the most exciting onesjstorically specific studies, in which people’s
within media and communication research presmore or less unique interpretations of media texts
ently. (reception analysis), or the actual contexts of media
However, even though the field has evolvedconsumption (media ethnography), have been the
and continues to do so, it is to a certain extengrimary objects of analysis.
caught up in what Stuart Hall (1989) has termed a This qualitative turn, which of course in no
crisis within the dominant paradigm in communica-ways is unique for audience studies, has shaken up
tion studies; a crisis with both internal and externajhe field. There are now two strong traditions con-
dimensions. | will in this paper discuss the ways ijucting research with more or less similar objec-
which this crisis affects audience studies. | will artjyes.
gue that we at this stage either know less about au- On the one hand, these two traditions continue
diences than we think we do, or less than we caig evolve independently of each other. That is,
to admit. In the discussion | will focus not only there are researchers committed to their respective
upon the dominant paradigm but also upon its maigradition that do not come into contact with the
critical alternative, and | will argue for an increas-‘other’ tradition. Some Uses and Gratifications ar-
ing attention to the question of contextualization asicles in the journaCommunication Researchand
well as for a move towards modernity thebry. some reception analysis/media ethnography articles
in the journalCultural Studieswould fit that de-
. . scription, for instance.
The Field of Audience Research But, as outlined above, there are also research-
The history of the field — or, more correctly, theers movingbetweerthe traditions, creating a rather
subfield — of audience studies has been written afnstable field in which it is not as easy as before to
numerous occasions and needs not be repeateddgtermine who your friends — or your enemies —
any detail here (Jensen and Rosengren, 199fie. Dividing lines that before were fairly stable,
Moores, 1993; Reimer 1994: ch. 3). Suffice it towith commitments either to a social science ideal,
say that a commonly accepted picture is that audiyith quantitative analyses, an interest in generali-
ence studies was dominated by the social scienegtion and a liberal political outlook, or to a hu-
tradition of Uses and Gratifications until about 15-manities ideal, with qualitative analyses, an inter-
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est in the unique, and a radical political outlooketical overviews, such as the introductory chapters
are not stable any longer. More and more researclkn the two main Uses and Gratifications anthologies
ers have become eclectic, moving in-between tradiBlumler and Katz, 1974; Rosengren et al, 1985),
tions and methods, creating a ‘blurred genrevery few articles seem to build on previously con-
(Geertz, 1983; Schrgder, 1987). ducted empirical work. That is, most researchers
But what, then, is the problem with contempo-seem to prefer conducting their own surveys with
rary audience research? Is there a crisis? First difieir own specific questions rather than building on
all, the qualitative turn, and the movements withirearlier research. Possibilities for analysing changes
the field, has without a doubt been immensely imover time, or differences between nations, are
portant for our knowledge about audiences. Thertherefore small.
is no question about that. But | would argue that we Within the qualitative camp, the situation is
know less about audiences today than we think weuite different. Here it seems much more common
do — or at least less than we say we do. to discuss in detail the empirical work carried out
First, even though audience research by definiearlier. The work by Ang (1985), Morley (1986),
tion should deal with different kinds of media, andRadway (1987), Lull (1990) and others are dis-
with different kinds of media genres, it is quite ob-cussed time and time again. However, in many
vious that the last decade of studies has been deases it seems as if discussing other people’s re-
voted primarily to television, and especially to thesearch is in itself enough. The amount of new em-
fiction output on television. This is no to say thatpirical, qualitative research being published is not
the focus exclusively has been on fiction on televioverwhelming.
sion, but that has been the prime object of study.  Third, although there are researchers trying to
There are many reasons behind this. The televivork eclectically, there is a gap between what
sion focus is partly due to the strong standing o€ould be termed a micro and a macro approach to
television in American culture, and on the strongaudience research. This gap is on the one hand con-
standing of American research in the internationatrete. Some researchers work on a micro level,
research community. In other countries, more resome on a macro level, and very few on both levels.
search has been devoted to other media, but in tlBut there is also a gap in the sense that there is
international journals, the American influence isdisagreement over which level is the most fruitful
strong. to conduct research on — even when research inter-
The focus on fiction has to be seen partly as asts coincide. This is particularly clear in relation
reaction against an earlier focus on news and othés questions of power, ideology and economy,
‘important’ genres, as characterised by (male) sowhere proponents of a macro perspective on the
cial scientists. Focusing on fiction is thus a way ofmedia argue that much of today’s audience re-
taking media practices more typical of women -search, in its focus on micro contexts, and on the
soap operas, romance books — seriously. But it alghifferent meanings people may make out of, for in-
has to do with the characteristics of fiction asstance, Baywatch, totally neglects such questions
genre. In contemporary audience research, the dif€orner, 1991; Seaman, 1992).
ferent ways that people can interpret the same text | will return to the relationship between the
is an important object of study, and in conductingnicro and the macro later on in this article. The
such studies, fiction has been regarded as a suitalgeint | want to make at this stage is that, even
genre to study, since it is more open to different inthough there are researchers taking the micro/
terpretations than are factual programs such awacro problematic seriously and constructively (cf.
news. Morley, 1992; Lull, 1995; Livingstone, in press), at
Second, even disregarding the narrow focus othe moment there does not seem to be any consen-
television and fiction, the cumulativity that we sus on how to deal with the problematic. And for
should expect, given the large numbers of studie®o many researchers, the problematic is not
conducted during the last decades, is not thereleemed important enough to deal with at all.
This is true both for the quantitative and qualitat-
ive tradlthns, albeit for different rgagons. tuart Hall and the Crisis of
When it comes to the quantitative Uses an L .
Gratifications tradition, a tradition explicitly de- he Communication Paradlgm
voted to cumulativity and to generalizability, it is In an influential article published in 1989, Stuart
somewhat ironic to realise that even though modtlall argued that the dominant paradigm of media
articles carry references to a number of key theomand communication research — the social science
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paradigm — was in crisis. This crisis had both arshortcomings, and to arrive at some suggestions
internal and an external dimension. concerning how to proceed within — or maybe even
The internal dimension had to with the para-beyond — the field. | furthermore believe that the
digm’s epistemological and theoretical weaknessesritique can be raised and applied to the whole
The main weaknesses, as Hall saw it, were thield. That is, the critique raises questions that are
crudebehaviourismof the paradigm, and itsdi-  valid not only in relation to the dominant but also
vidualism Even though we know how complex to the alternative paradigm within audience studies
matters having to do with signification, meaning(if ‘dominant’ and ‘alternative’ are reasonable
and language are, and even though we know th&rms within this field).
human beings are primarily social beings, belong-
ing in concrete.somall and f:ultural contexts, thﬁndividualism and the
dominant paradigm still continued to reduce thes«i kof C lizati
matters to simple indicators, and to questions of in- ack of Contextualization
dividual choice. In Hall's critique of the dominant paradigm’s inter-
The external dimension had to do with thenal problem, a key aspect concerned its inherent in-
dominant paradigm’s attempts to constitute medidividualism. People are treated as autonomous,
and communication research as a self-sustainingtrong individuals, making rational decisions out-
discipline; a discipline with its own theories andside of social and cultural contexts, even though we
with its own empirical objects of analysis. Theknow this is not the way people ‘are’ or act. This
problem with this, Hall argued, is that communica-ndividualism is of course typical not only of the
tion is not, and can never be, a discipline. It is a redominant paradigm within media and commun-
gional field, related to other fields, both theoretic-ication studies. It is basically the view of the indi-
ally and empirically: vidual that dominates social science in general —
First, in understand to understand communicawhich in turn is related to the ideology of Western
tion, theories about communication can never sufeapitalist societies.
fice in themselves. The only way to theorise mean- Within the field of communication studies, it is
ingfully about communication is to relate suchinteresting to realise, however, that it is within the
theories to, and to ground them in, more generdlses and Gratifications tradition that this individu-
social theories of the social formation as a wholealism has been most visible. The media effects tra-
since it is within this framework that communica-dition, which was challenged initially by the Uses
tion works. and Gratifications traditions in the 1940s, and more
And second, it is not only theoretically thatstrongly in the 1960s, is in many ways at odds with
communication has to be grounded in a larger corthe notion of individualism. That tradition’s view
text. This is also true empirically. It is no longerof the individual can be seen as more negative: peo-
possible, if it ever was, to conceptualise of comple will react more or less similarly on a message
munication practices as external to social structuresansmitted to them. Or it could be seen as more
and to other kinds of everyday life practices. Comsociologically grounded: people live in different
munication practices are related to other practicesurroundings and have different socially and cultur-
and, Hall argued, it is increasingly the case that ially based competencies. Some are able to ‘resist’
is communication institutions and practices that acmessages, some are not.
tually constitute the social field. It is through com-  For the Uses and Gratifications tradition, on the
munications we make sense of the world. It isother hand, the ways that people handle different
therefore unthinkable that we should try to undermessages fall back upon their specific needs and
stand communication practices outside this world.motives. People are able to identify their specific
Hall's critique of the dominant paradigm of me-needs, and they use the media in order to satisfy
dia and communication research was harsh. It ighem. This is individualism in a pure form. It is a
not self-evident that many members of this paraview that completely ignores the notion of
digm would agree with the picture Hall painted ofcontextualization
the paradigm (and especially not with his views on It is not difficult to identify the above discussed
the behaviourism of the paradigm). However, | beweakness within the Uses and Gratification tradi-
lieve that many of the points made were valid, andion. The tradition takes the strong, rational indi-
| believe that by discussing them in relation to towvidual as its point of departure, and that perspec-
day’s field of audience studies, it may be possibl¢ive is furthermore made concrete through the
both to identify some of the field's more basicchoice of research methods. The traditional way of
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proceeding within the tradition is to conduct large-Media Practices and
scale surveys, in which people are asked aboghe Everyday Life Context
their needs and their motives for using the media.
By so doing, the unit of analysis is obviously theThe distinction between an internal and external
lone individual, and the way of understanding hisgdimension, as used by Hall, is of course not clear
or her actions and motives is by asking him or hecut. To a certain extent, they overlap. Thus, when
standardised questions, without meeting the persame now move to a discussion of external factors,
in question. The social and cultural context withinthis will be a continuation of the discussion in the
which he or she lives can thus only be graspegrevious section.
through questions in the survey, and such questions | have already argued that contexualization is
are in themselves rare. important when trying to understand why people
It would seem as if the above stated problenuse the media the way they do. This is also what
should not be a problem at all for researchers workHall argues when he writes that media and com-
ing within reception analysis or media ethnographymunication practices cannot be understood outside
In both cases, the researchers meet the people thiéne social or the cultural. When it comes to audi-
are interested in, they ask questions in person, amthce research, this means that people’s media
at least for media ethnography, they even visit pegractices must be related also to other everyday life
ple in their homes. The unit of analysis can even bpractices. Media practices differ from other every-
the family rather than the individual. So can theralay life practices to the extent that they are medi-
really be a problem of individualism here? ated, of course, but they belong within the same
| say yes. There is a problem, but it is on aneontext, and the choice of watching television, for
other level. Within the Uses and Gratifications trainstance, is made in relation not only to the alterna-
dition, each person is treated like a context-freetjive of listening to the radio but also to the alterna-
specific individual; an individual whose actionstive of going for a walk, for instance. It is further-
and needs can be understood without taking intmore the case that the meaning of a person’s media
account the context he or she belongs withinpractices is also related to other everyday life prac-
Within reception analysis, and specifically mediatices. The choices a person makes in everyday life
ethnography, the context definitely matters. But thare deliberate, even though often made routinely,
problem is thateach context is treated as if thatand taken together they express something about
context does not belong within a context in itselfwho the person is and who he or she wants to be.
What the traditions do not take into account The tradition within audience research that has
strongly enough is that each specific context is potaken this kind of contextualization most seriously
sitioned within a larger structure, and that it isis of course media ethnography, where the debate
shaped by its position in that structure. That ishas concerned whether it is altogether meaningful
each context is treated like it is autonomous, withto start with a person’s media practices and then try
out relation to other contexts. But if we are to unto contextualize them, or whether it is necessary to
derstand the goings on in different, specific coninstead start with the context, and then try to un-
texts, then we have to take into account two thingderstand the role played by the media practices
First, people do not wind up in different con-within that context (Drotner, 1993).
texts by accident. They do so depending on a It should be remembered, however, that also re-
number of factors having to do both with social andsearchers working quantitatively increasingly have
cultural background, and with current conditionstried to position media practices within a larger
The composition of each specific context is thereeveryday life context. This has been carried out
fore not random. with the help of thdifestyle concept. In surveys,
Second, the meanings of each specific context iespondents have been asked questions not only
shaped by its position within the larger structure ohbout media use, but also about other leisure activ-
social space. Thus, it is not enough to ground peadties — this in order to get an understanding of how
ple’s actions in their everyday life micro-contexts,people combine media practices with other leisure
it is also necessary to take into account the macrgractices, and of how these practices together make
structures shaping those contexts. up a person’s lifestyle (Johansson and Miegel,
In these senses reception analysis and medi®92; Reimer, 1994).
ethnography have a highly individualised view of It would seem as if the procedure of treating
contexts. The contexts are not contextualized (cinedia practices in relation to everyday life prac-
Reimer, 1997b). tices is rapidly becoming a ’'natural’ way of pro-
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ceeding, both within the social sciences and the hwand people’s actions and reactions on these pro-
manities paradigm. This may not come as a greaesses. In order to understand this interplay, it is
surprise, given, as Hall argues, the important roleecessary, first, to be historically specific: Western
played by the media in everyday life today. The dissocieties have many things in common, but the
tinction between mediated and interpersonal comprocesses of modernity that are under way look dif-
munication is becoming more and more difficult toferent in different cultures. Second, it is necessary
uphold in a meaningful manner, and the introducto acknowledge that the processes of modernity are
tion of increasingly sophisticated new media alsambiguous. There are many different processes un-
tend to render the distinction if not obsolete, so adler way — economic, political, social, technological
least less important. and cultural — and these processes do not all go
However, describing in detail what a person’shand in hand. It is not possible to reduce these
living room looks like, or showing empirically that processes to one, common underlying factor, either
there are a number of relationships between, for insuch as the economy). Instead, the different factors
stance, the viewing of certain TV programs andare related to each other in historically specific
certain outdoor activities is not particularly mean-situations, and in these situations, the relationships
ingful in itself. Those patterns must be interpreted irmay be articulated quite differently (Hall and
relation to a theoretical perspectit€hat leads us Gieben, 1992).
over to the third and final of Hall's problematics. Modernity is shaped by many macro processes,
including industrialisation, urbanisation, secular-
L . isation, democratisation and globalisation. But ob-
Theorising Audiences viously also the mass media (in this discourse
In order to understand why people use the medimamed, rather awkwardly, mediazation) have
the way they do, it is of course necessary to haveayed an important role in the shaping of contem-
knowledge of factors and processes that are specifforary societies — a role that furthermore without a
for the mass media and for mass communicatiodoubt is becoming increasingly important. Given
processes. It is in this respect necessary to take intiois situation, it is somewhat remarkable to note
account theories concerning the cultural forms otfhat in the writings of the major modernity theorists
different media (Williams, 1974) as well as the-— Habermas (1990), Giddens (1991), Beck (1992)
ories concerning genre (Neale, 1990). It is also ne- the mass media are mentioned here and there, but
cessary to take into account theories concerning thibey are very seldom treated in detail.
actual process of interpreting or decoding a text Although few modernity theorists have devoted
(Hall, 1980)° much time to the mass media, it seems obvious that
But, as Hall argues, media and communicationthe modernity perspective can be made useful for
is not a self-sustaining discipline. As a regionalanalyses of the media. This is something more and
field, its progress is to a great extent shaped bmore researchers within the field of media and
progress within social theory as a whole. Mediamommunications seem to agree upon. Media ana-
and communications can only be properly underkyses written within a modernity perspective is be-
stood with the help of theories that take into aceoming increasingly common (Drotner, 1992; Rei-
count media and communications’ place within themer, 1994; Fornas, 1995; Moores, 1995).
larger social formation, and even though such the- This is not to say that the modernity perspective
ories of course can be formulated by media theoiis present in media studies everywhere. It is at
ists, it is also necessary to be aware of what is hapaost an alternative perspective, a perspective that
pening within other regions of social analysis. may be used, not a perspective that everyone feels
Today, the most vital debate within social anathey have to take into account. This is also the case
lysis is carried out within anodernityframework. within audience studies. | believe, however, that
Within this framework, theorists try to overcome athere are very good reasons for applying such a
number of difficult oppositions in social analysis:framework. Four specific reasons can be identified:
First, the opposition between constancy and First, the emphasis dmistorical specificity in
change. Second, the opposition between generalitglation to the notion of non-necessary relation-
and specificity. And third, the opposition betweenships, is a crucial starting point. Particularly the so-
structure and agency (Reimer, 1994: ch. 2). cial sciences version of audience studies has been
The way to handle these oppositions is to focutoo interested in finding universal, generalizable
on how contemporary Western societies are forevaratterns in audience behaviour. One problem with
changing in an interplay between macro processehis procedure, as discussed earlier, is that it seems
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very difficult to empirically identify such patterns. have been like this, but it is quite likely that such a
Another problem is that such patterns, when identiview of identity is more relevant in a complex, late

fied, are raised to such a level of abstraction thanodern society than in a traditional society. It is
the generalizations become practically meaningfurthermore a view of identity that is relevant to

less. This latter problem within the social sciencespply in audience studies. Which parts of a per-
paradigm is to a certain extent shared by the alteson’s identity comes to the fore in front of the TV,

native paradigm, when summary statements of thend in relation to which programs?

kind that 'different people interpret similar texts

differently’ are made. .

Second, | briefly discussed thmicro-macro Concluding Remarks
problematic earlier. This is of course not an easy have in this paper discussed contemporary audi-
problematic, but it is a problematic that cannot beence studies from the viewpoint of Stuart Hall's
left unattended to. Has the focus on micro studiesritique of the dominant paradigm within media
meant that power and ideology have been replacethd communications. The objective has been to
by less 'important’ topics, such as pleasure? Thalentify weaknesses and problems with the tradi-
critique is valid in the sense that in much of today’'gion, and to see if Hall's ideas may be used produc-
micro analyses there does not seem to be an intdively. In so doing, | have focused not only upon the
est in macro structures and proper contextualdominant but also upon the alternative paradigm
izations. However, this has more to do with the wayvithin audience studies.
micro analyses are carried out than with the focus What can then be said about the state of the
on the micro in itself. Morley (1992) is surely cor-field? First of all, it is obvious that the field of au-
rect in arguing that it is quite unproductive to putdience studies is quite heterogeneous, and that any
the micro against the macro as an either/or quessitique raised in this or any other article does not
tion. It is through micro processes that the macraffect everyone involved. But even so, | believe
constantly — daily — is reproduced, and in order téhat the points raised by Hall are valid when look-
reach a proper understanding of macro processes,iig more specifically into audience studies, and |
is necessary to integrate analyses of power angklieve the crisis affects both the dominant and the
ideology with everyday life analyses. Such an emalternative paradigm.
phasis is central within the modernity perspective. | outlined initially some of the shortcomings of

Third, in making analyses historically specific, the work carried out. We do have ‘knowledge’ of
and in focusing to a great extent on contemporargudience behaviour in the sense that we know from
societies, théocal-global connection has increas- work within the dominant paradigm that media
ingly come into focus. Of central importance here ipractices are related to a number of socio-cultural
the notion of changing relationships between timeand economic factors such as age, income, educa-
and space, of how, through processes of time-spatien and gender. We also know from this paradigm
compression (Harvey, 1989), or time-space distan¢hat psychological properties are of some impor-
iation (Giddens, 1991) the world is shrinking andtance (disregarding at this stage the relationship
our relationships to other people no longer are corbetween these factors and properties). We further-
fined to physical, immediate settings. The massnore know from the alternative paradigm that me-
media are obviously heavily involved in these prodia interpretations are highly varied, and that the
cesses, and it is with the help of the media (televimicro-context within which media use is carried
sion, radio, but increasingly also the Internet) thabut is important in order to understand the mean-
people’s social and cultural contexts are changingings of said use.

And fourth, although the modernity perspective But where do we go from there? It is at this
in a way is a macro perspective, it still theorisegoint it becomes necessary to integrate micro and
micro processes, and it uses the conceputiiral macro studies with each other, to integrate media
identity in order to meaningfully grasp human practices with other everyday life practices, and to
thinking and action. With cultural identity is meantmake sense of these processes with the help of rele-
that people’s identities have to be seen, first, as seant theories — theories that | believe should be
cially rather than as individually grounded. Identitydrawn from the modernity discourse. This is of
is shaped in social interaction. And second, thisourse not an easy task, but it is a task that more
identity is complex, it is unstable, and to a certairand more media and communications — and cultural
extent contradictory (Hall, 1992). In one way, itstudies — researchers seem to think it is worth pur-
could be argued that people’s identities alwaysuing.
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It should be noted, and taken seriously, that purto social theory and everyday life analysis in gen-
suing such a task will have a number of conseeral, what is the point of studying media and com-
qguences, all of which may not be attractive or easynunications specifically? Why not just conduct cul-
to deal with. It may mean having to set more modtural analysis in general? The task here will be to
est, albeit more meaningful, goals with the practicevercome the problematic distinction between
of audience studies; specifying more clearly thespecificity and generality. It will be necessary to ar-
limitations of what we are trying to accomplish gue convincingly for the need for understanding the
(Reimer, 1997b). specific in order to understand the general.

But it may also mean winding up in a position It is to the modernity discourse we may have to
in which the whole discipline of media and com-turn in order to find our arguments.
munications can be questioned: If we move closer
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