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THE MASS IN MASS COMMUNICATION: 
EFFECTS OF CO-AUDIENCE PERCEPTIONS IN MEDIA EXPOSURE

Introduction

Media contents are addressed to a large number of people – also referred to as the audience. The individual recipient is always a part of a particular 
mass audience. However, past research of media experiences has neglected the question whether and how the fact that the individual user is part of 
the mass communication process could affect his/her actual reception experience.

Therefore, the aim of the poster is to discuss how and under which circumstances the individual recipient perceives the public sphere, 
where mass communication takes place, and how mass communication specifications do account for effects in the exposure situation.

A model of co-audience perceptions

It is assumed that the perception of the public sphere, and, even more important, perceptions of the co-audience will influence the overall way a 
media offer is perceived and interpreted and thus lead to distinct experiences. 

In a first suggested model, (situational) co-audience perceptions are defined as subjective assumptions of recipients which might arise in the 
context of an anonymous, not perceivable mass audience.

According to the model, both held subjective media theories and hints of the media offer influence the users’ impression formation about his/her 
anonymous co-audience during media consumption. Co-audience conceptions include assumptions on size, simultaneity, social structure and 
the experiences of exposure of other consumers. The model states that co-audience perceptions could influence cognitive, affective and 
behavioural aspects of the onlooker’s reception experience – whereas the salience of co-audience perceptions is thought to modify their 
effectiveness on users’ experiences: the more the co-audience is salient in a viewer’s mind the stronger its influence on subsequent experiences.

Conditions of co-audience 
perceptions

When do co-audience perceptions become salient? 

Co-audience perceptions are not envisioned consistently during the 
media exposure, but mainly exist subliminally and are activated from 
time to time.
Two basic routes lead to the activation of co-audience perceptions:

1. Involuntary activation of a co-audience perception as a 
result of effective media inputs
Some media formats include features – such as anchormen that 
directly address the anonymous audience, or portrayals of a present 
audience – that increase the likelihood of automatically activated/ 
construed co-audience perceptions.

2. Instrumental intentional activation of co-audience 
perceptions
Instrumental activation refers to the users’ motivation to trigger co-
audience perceptions, as the activation is subjectively construed as a 
mean to generate some preferred outcome or experience. 
Instrumentally construed co-audience perceptions are likely if a) the 
offer allows for an analytic and distanced mode of exposure, and/or b) 
dissonance is caused and/or if c) users are motivated to feel 
connected to other people.

Effects of co-audience perceptions

How do co-audience perceptions generally
affect the individuals’ reception experience?

In accordance to research on third-person effects, and building on 
conceptualizations of the naïve media theories users hold, we assume 
that during their sense-making process users elaborate perceptions of 
the ‘overall public impact’ of a media offer.

We assume that each of the four dimensions of co-audience 
perceptions influences a specific facet of the anticipated ‘overall public 
impact’.

a) (perceived) exposure behaviour affects the content, direction, 
valence (of the anticipated public impact),

b) (perceived) size affects the relevance (of the anticipated public
impact),

c) (perceived) simultaneity affects the immediacy, controllability, and
predictability (of the anticipated public impact), and the 

d) (perceived) social structure affects (mediated by similarity to own
self-concept) the degree of perceptual-biases, self-serving-biases,
and expected effectiveness (of the anticipated public impact).
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