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Social representations theory (SRT) has been underused in the communication field.

This theory helps explain the interrelationships between interpersonal communication,

cognition, and the mass media, particularly in situations where a new phenomenon

emerges that requires some kind of social response. Because organ donation is still

poorly understood by the public, in large part because of entertainment television, SRT

is well suited to helping researchers and practitioners understand the complex interplay

of factors within a population(s) that contribute to reluctance to donate organs after

death. In this paper, it is argued that public communication campaigns should include

strategies to provoke interpersonal communication about the topic as a means of creat-

ing social representations that promote behaviors that support public health.

doi:10.1111/j.1468-2885.2008.01331.x

How many of us confess to others how much television we actually watch? More
importantly, what determines whether we share what we have seen on television

with other people? Each week’s unfolding action on reality shows is frequently
discussed at work among people who share an often-secret addiction to a partic-

ular show, such as America’s Next Top Model or Project Runway. Similarly, a New
York Times series exposing political corruption would be discussed among like-
minded colleagues and friends, both in person and through e-mail. Such behavior

is hardly unusual. However, communication scholars might attempt to make
meaning of these behaviors in a variety of different ways, depending on their

theoretical and methodological preferences. Some might examine mass media
content to speculate about what made a certain show or coverage of an event so

provocative that it warranted discussion. Other scholars might qualitatively ana-
lyze our one-on-one discourse about these media events within the framework of

one or more theories of interpersonal communication. Social network scholars
likely would be interested in who talks to whom about a particular topic that
might have been featured prominently in the mass media. But for all of the talk
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within the social sciences about the importance of interdisciplinary research and
multiple methodologies, how many scholars try to create meaning in a holistic

way, without resorting to the arbitrary divisions between interpersonal and mass
communication scholarship?

The problem may lie, in part, in the dearth of broad yet empirically verifiable
theories that help us to understand how (and under what circumstances) media
content influences interpersonal communication processes and practices. Whether

information is formally organized into a deliberate behavior change campaign or is
the coincidental convergence of frames used by both news and entertainment

media, it is difficult to overestimate the full weight of the ultimate influence of
interpersonal discussions about media content on public attitudes and behaviors.

Although social representations theory (SRT) (Moscovici, 1984, 1988; Moscovici &
Hewstone, 1983) has been used only rarely outside of European social psycholog-

ical scholarship (Markus & Plaut, 2001), it offers a unique framework for the social
scientific study of how groups of people communicate about and make sense of
emerging or novel phenomena (the social element in ‘‘social representations’’), as

covered by the mass media, and how these resulting frames (‘‘representations’’)
shape the subsequent behaviors of individuals who belong to these social groups.

Because this theory explicitly recognizes the intertwining roles of both the mass
media and the interpersonal communication, it allows scholars to understand how

the elements of a ‘‘perfect storm’’ (media coverage, individual attitudes and cog-
nitions, and interpersonal communication) combine to create a much larger soci-

etal impact through the formation of social representations of a phenomenon,
which ultimately will shape the behaviors of both individuals and the communities

to which they belong.
The purpose of this paper is first to review SRT, which can provide an orga-

nizing force for the development of studies using multiple methodologies to study

the convergence of the effects of the mass media and the content of interpersonal
communication for a wide variety of phenomena. Second, this paper will demon-

strate how SRT has resulted in a richer understanding of the emergence of indi-
vidual and social behaviors regarding organ donation willingness through multiple,

programmatic studies in both Australia and the United States. Although many
individual studies could be used to piece together a sense of what the social rep-

resentation of organ donation might be, with few exceptions, these individual
studies do not acknowledge implicitly or explicitly the influence of the mass media
on observed interpersonal communication phenomena or even the influence of

other elements of the contexts in which interpersonal communication occurs.
Thus, it is the goal of this paper to provide an overview of the structural framework

that SRT provides for the comprehensive study of important, socially relevant
attitude objects and to provide a working case study that illustrates the symbiotic

effect of the mass media, cognition, and interpersonal communication on individ-
ual and group behaviors.
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Social representations theory

SRT (Moscovici, 1984, 1988; Moscovici & Hewstone, 1983) is uniquely well posi-

tioned to help scholars understand the role of the mass media, interpersonal com-
munication, and cognition in shaping a wide variety of behaviors, particularly those

that require (implicitly or explicitly) an individual and/or community response to
a novel or previously mysterious phenomenon (see Figure 1, for an illustration of the

process of social representations). A social representation is ‘‘a system of values,
ideas, and practices with a twofold function: first, to establish an order which will

enable individuals to orient themselves in their material and social world and to
master it, and secondly to enable communication to take place among the members
of a community by providing them with a code for social exchange and a code for

naming and classifying unambiguously the various aspects of their world and their
individual and group history’’ (Moscovici, 1973, p. xiii). Perhaps more simply put,

‘‘social representations are more or less popular cognitive representations of relevant
. [novel] phenomena’’ (Sommer, 1998, p.186).

Although the theory does imply that there is a progression from mass media
representation to cognition to interpersonal communication to social representa-

tion, other researchers assert that the progression is by no means unidirectional
(Joffe, 2003; Lupton, 1994). Many scientists, for example, begin new investigations

based on everyday understandings of the natural world. Although their findings may

Figure 1 Scholarship leading to the discovery of social representations.
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lead them in unexpected directions, these new directions in turn become ‘‘common-
sense’’ and thus become the basis of further investigations. Similarly, when individ-

uals within communities protest mass media content and such content changes, new
mass media representations will affect how people talk about these topics.

SRT has been used widely as a loose theoretical framework over the past few
decades, but generally in a piecemeal fashion. This is likely because of the broad
scope of the theory and the range of methodologies required to conduct the set of

converging studies needed to reveal the nature of a social representation of a phe-
nomenon in its entirety. However, SRT has been used with considerable success to

reveal the full nature of the social representations of a surprisingly wide range of
social and scientific topics, including stem cell research (Jones & McMahon, 2004),

biotechnology (Gaskell, 2001; Wagner & Kronberger, 2001), the emergence of the
European Union (Menendez-Alarcon, 2004), riots for immigrant rights (van Dijk,

2000), the so-called hospital superbug antibiotic-resistant bacteria (Washer &
Joffe, 2006), and the willingness to donate organs (Maloney, Hall, & Walker,
2005; Maloney & Walker, 2000, 2002; Morgan, Harrison, Chewning, DiCorcia, &

Davis, 2007a; Morgan, Harrison, Chewning, & Habib, 2006; Morgan et al., 2005).
These studies not only reveal the nature of the social representation of these

phenomena but discuss, if not demonstrate, actual shifts in population-based
behaviors as a result of the development of a social representation. For example,

because of the general population’s limited direct exposure to immigrants, the
media’s shifting frames of immigrants as invaders rather than as hardworking

people in difficult circumstances led to increasing resentment of the population
toward immigrants and political responses such as the proposal of policies to halt

immigration (van Dijk, 2000).
The van Dijk (2000) study underscores the importance that SRT places on the

timing of an issue and/or whether a population has had direct exposure to infor-

mation about a relevant issue. Early in the lifecycle of a new phenomenon (or at least
awareness of the phenomenon), people will be highly motivated to make sense of

something so unfamiliar (Harre, 1998; Moscovici, 1998). Issues that are not neces-
sarily new per se, such as organ donation, may become of heightened interest as the

issue becomes more relevant to the population. For example, it has only been in
recent years that the majority of states have adopted statewide donor registries;

unlike the not-so-distant past when the issue of organ donation could be wholly
ignored, individuals are now confronted with the decision about whether they wish
to donate their organs every time they get or renew a driver’s license. The novelty of

the relevance of this issue may have resulted in renewed media interest in organ
donation. As Potter and Wetherell (1998) assert, it is the mass media that provides us

with simplified images, which can form the basis of social representations when we
are confronted by unfamiliar issues that make us feel uncomfortable. Certainly, not

all studies using a social representations framework focus on ‘‘strange and troubling
phenomena’’ (Moscovici, 1998, p. 241). However, it is one of the central tenets of

SRT that an element of novelty be present with the subject of study.
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Although SRT does not have the straightforward predictive power per se of many
of the cognition-based theories currently favored by social scientists, such as theory

of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and the elaboration likelihood model
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), its breadth may ultimately enrich and even surpass the

explanatory power of other theories. With roots harkening back to Durkheim’s
(1893/1984) theorizing on the nature of the collective conscious, SRT at its most
basic states that social and individual views of a topic will be a function of a combi-

nation of mass media framing, individuals’ cognitions about the topic (largely
a function of information provided by the mass media, though heavily influenced

by the commonsense of an individual’s community regarding similar topics), and
interpersonal, everyday communication regarding the topic.

The influence of an individual’s own communities on patterns of the development
of social representations should be taken into account. Social representations do not

necessarily develop in some monolithic form throughout society as a whole. For
example, although African Americans are certainly not the only community to be
affected by distrust of the medical system, certain experiences within the African-

American community make medical mistrust especially salient. The Tuskeegee studies
that documented the progression of syphilis in untreated African-American men and

ended only in the 1970s, long after a cure had been discovered, have had profound
impact on the willingness to pursue important medical treatments and health care in

general (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2008). Thus, the social distribu-
tion of knowledge depends on the social group(s) to which people belong (Flick,

1998). In the case of organ donation worksite campaigns, information disseminated
to the social network represented by an organization’s employees will likely remain

largely within that network. In fact, social groups themselves can be defined by the
content of their ‘‘everyday knowledge.’’ However, knowing how people acquire infor-
mation is as important as knowledge about their specific beliefs (Flick, 1998). The

dissemination of information relevant to the development of social representations is
of particular interest to some social representations scholars (Echabe & Castro, 1998;

Flick, 1998), who point to the potential usefulness of studying how individual memory
of facts works in combination with communication with others to create network

diffusion within a group. Kruglanski (2001) recommends that studies of social repre-
sentations focus both on a wide variety of topics and how a single topic is represented

within diverse communities and subcommunities; differences in knowledge (or mem-
ory of particular facts) will vary among groups because of differences in norms, values,
and identities (Sommer, 1998). For example, the discovery of a right-wing political

figure’s closeted homosexuality is ‘‘big news’’ in some communities (the gay commu-
nity, the conservative Christian community) and will continue to be the subject of

ongoing discussion long after late-night television comedians have played out the
scandal’s entertainment value.

The capacity of social representations to make the unfamiliar familiar, to explain,
and to create meaning (Harre, 1998; Moscovici, 1998) make the study of the process

of the creation of social representations highly compelling. The process of generating
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meaning is social; however, the information used as the raw material from which
meaning is made must come from somewhere. In Western societies where much

value is placed on scientific fact, the source of information for the general public
about the scientific facts about a novel phenomenon is almost always the mass

media.

The role of mass media in the creation of a social representation

Information originating from the mass media plays a central role in the theory of

social representations. Few members of the public have individual access to knowl-
edge about scientific advances, for example, except through the mass media

(Moscovici & Hewstone, 1983), so it is natural that a study of social representations
generally begins with an explication of the content and nature of information being

disseminated through the media. Usually, social representations researchers tend to
focus on either television news (Harrison, Morgan, & Chewning, 2008; Matesanz,
2002; Morgan et al., 2006) or newspapers (Hewstone & Augoustinos, 1998; Lupton,

1994; Maloney & Walker, 2000; Wagner & Kronberger, 2001; Washer & Joffe, 2006),
though at least one study has focused on entertainment television framing as well

(Morgan et al., 2007a). As Gaskell (2001) points out, when a new phenomenon
arises, people do not simply sit alone to wonder about the nature of the phenomenon

and what it might mean to them or the communities to which they belong. The
majority of people will first rely on the media for information and then turn to

conversations with family and acquaintances (Gaskell, 2001; Southwell & Torres,
2006). It is then that the phenomenon ‘‘becomes a reality through images, meta-

phors, and ideas taken from films and reporting’’ (Gaskell, 2001, p. 233).
The importance of mass media images has been given special attention by several

SRT researchers, though relatively few have attempted an empirical analysis of the

images pertaining to a particular topic or of the impact that such images might have
on behaviors regarding that topic (Sommer, 1998). Harre (1998) and others

(Augoustinos, 1998; Joffe, 2003; Lauri & Lauri, 2005; Potter & Wetherell, 1998;
Wagner & Kronberger, 2001) assert that visual images assist the process of anchoring

a new phenomenon to something more familiar. For example, a number of scientific
and medical innovations, including stem cell research, the use of biotechnology in

food production, and organ donation, have all been framed using ‘‘Frankenstein’’
imagery. Specifically, nonliving organ donation has been subjected to influential
media images depicting it as something quite monstrous and unnatural (Matesanz,

2002; Maloney & Walker, 2000) and as a process subject to the whims of corrupt
health institutions and medical professionals (Morgan et al., 2007a) eager to dissect

the bodies of (frequently still living) donors in the pursuit of nefarious goals. Sharp
(2006), however, provides other examples of metaphorical images used to depict

organ transfer, including a Rorschach-type set of images that merges the profiles of
two people (representing an organ donor and recipient) or an image of a person

overlapped with a pig (representing xenotransplantation), which emphasizes how
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our culture thinks of transplanted organs as not simply ‘‘spare parts’’ but as a process
that can fundamentally transform a human being into a state of hybridity.

Illustrating how images can be used to better understand cognitions and emo-
tions about media representations, Lauri and Lauri (2005) asked research partic-

ipants to engage in a ‘‘photolanguage exercise,’’ where they sorted photos of people
taken from magazines into groups that would be likely to be willing to become
organ donors and those who would not. Not surprisingly, especially in light of

Morgan et al.’s (2007a) corroborating research, which shows that organ donors are
depicted as ‘‘good people’’ in entertainment media, participants rationalized their

decisions to group images of ‘‘donors’’ or ‘‘nondonors’’ based on whether they
interpreted the photographs as representing educated, generous, or religious peo-

ple or, alternately, as conservative or uncaring. The Morgan et al. (2007a) com-
prehensive 2-year content analysis of major network entertainment television

programming revealed a number of frames that predominate, all but one of which
depict organ donation negatively. In addition to portraying the organ allocation
system as unfair (favoring the rich, powerful, and well connected) and the medical

system as corrupt, including vulture-like doctors, nonliving donors themselves
were shown as little more than sources of spare parts for people in need of a trans-

plant. Morgan, Movius, and Cody (2008) demonstrated that entertainment media
narratives and images depicting black markets for organs (supplied by victims

murdered for their lucrative lifesaving organs) and corrupt doctors prematurely
declaring death of still-living potential donors had a direct effect on the beliefs of

viewers about organ donation that directly corresponded to the content of those
episodes.

These images do appear to translate directly into cognition (Augoustinos, 1998;
Potter & Wetherell, 1998; Wagner & Kronberger, 2001). In a study of more than
1,000 people in each of 15 countries, Wagner and Kronberger showed that readers of

more restrained mainstream media exhibited less extreme reactions to biotechnology
than readers of the tabloid media. One popular image of food and biotechnology that

appeared in a popular tabloid newspaper featured scientists in white coats inject-
ing an unknown substance into a tomato, which then grows to monstrous size

and explodes all over the scientists. This image, the researchers argue, helps
readers understand what biotechnology is and how it works, ultimately creating

a Frankenstein-ish ‘‘mad scientist’’ image not unlike those created by media for other
medical or scientific advances (Jones & McMahon, 2004; Maloney & Walker, 2000).
The power of such images cannot be overestimated, particularly when viewers do not

have personal experience with the subject in question or if the phenomena are not
fully understood. In particular, because television has sound and motion, it ‘‘gives

the impression of something authentic and verifiable by one’s own eyes’’ (Sommer,
1998, p. 188). In this way, watching a story unfold on television (whether on the news

or within the context of entertainment media) serves as a proxy for direct experience
and indeed may have the same cognitive and emotional force as direct experience

(Joffe, 2003; Morgan, Movius et al., 2008). In fact, Moscovici (1998) argued that
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once a social representation is formed, its power will actually supersede individuals’
own direct experience with a phenomenon.

The use of specific language in the media likewise has been the subject of a number
of investigations, including AIDS (Lupton, 1994), the hospital superbug (Washer &

Joffe, 2006), and organ donation (Maloney & Walker, 2000). Van Dijk (2000)
presents a compelling analysis of the language used by news media to describe legal
and illegal immigrants, populations with which many citizens have little direct

experience. Through the use of metaphor, hyperbole, ‘‘us versus we’’ language,
and other devices, the media exacerbate, if not create, powerful mental images that

can provoke some populations to act in ways that would be incomprehensible to
those not exposed to media coverage of an issue.

The role of cognition in the creation of a social representation

As we have seen, language and images from the mass media have a powerful impact
on cognition. Language itself plays a key role in anchoring the less familiar aspects of

an attitude object into existing schemas (Gaskell, 2001).

[T]he reason for framing . [social] representations is the desire to familiarize
ourselves with the unfamiliar. Every violation of existing rules, an extraordinary

phenomenon or ideas such as those produced by science or technology, unusual
events which unsettle what appears to be the normal and stable course of things,
all of this fascinates us at the same time as it alarms us. Every deviation from the

familiar, every rupture of ordinary experience, everything for which the
explanation is not obvious creates a supplementary meaning and sets in motion

a search for the meaning, and the explanation of what strikes us as strange and
troubling. (Moscovici, 1998, p. 241)

Importantly, it is language that allows us to create a frame for an issue that is new or
disturbing to us in some way, thus merging it into a more familiar schema, which

helps to provide a blueprint for appropriate behavior with regard to the
phenomenon.

There are both structural aspects to social representations, including the actual
quantity and quality of information or knowledge about the attitude object that is

being represented (generally through the mass media), and dynamic processes,
which include objectification and anchoring. The process of objectification is central
to the development of a social representation. Objectification is a process whereby

‘‘catchy’’ elements are selected and joined together to create a new schema. The
anchoring process is helpful because it links current language, images, and ideas

about the phenomenon to more familiar images and ideas through analogical rea-
soning. The choice of words is of critical importance because they activate entire

systems of meaning (Markus & Plaut, 2001). This, of course, can be for better or for
worse. The threat of both SARS and the avian flu has been likened to the Black Death

(bubonic plague) (Washer & Joffe, 2006), a comparison neither has lived up to, at
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least as of this writing. Sontag’s (1978, 1989) influential observations that the lan-
guage used to describe cancer and AIDS, both in the mass media and everyday

conversations, has a direct impact on the way our schemas for those diseases develop
and, in turn, our interpersonal behaviors toward people who are afflicted with these

diseases. For example, Sontag (1978) argues that using war metaphors when describ-
ing the process of ‘‘fighting’’ a disease causes society to view those affected by a disease
as ‘‘harboring an enemy.’’ Because the enemy lives within the body and must be at all

costs defeated, she argues that chemotherapy, an especially toxic and potentially fatal
treatment, becomes wholly acceptable to both patients and society and spurs greater

research into new forms of chemotherapy.1 In essence, both public and private
discourses have influences that are remarkably reflexive.

It should be noted, however, the dynamic processes of meaning making through
objectification and anchoring may not be rational or even possible to put into words

(Joffe, 2003; Jost & Ignatow, 2001; Maloney & Walker, 2002; Morgan, Stephenson
et al., 2008). In fact, social representations can be fraught with internal contradic-
tions, as can be clearly seen with the case of organ donation. On one hand, it is seen

as the ultimate altruistic gesture, a sacrifice of one’s body (which to some poses
certain existential risks) so that another person can live. There appears to be social

consensus that those who donate or who sign a donor card are good people (Lauri &
Lauri, 2005; Maloney et al., 2005; Morgan, Harrison, Long, Afifi, & Stephenson,

2008). On the other hand, organ donation is seen as frightening, a process where
an unsuspecting donor could easily be the victim of a villainous medical system that

dissects and dissembles the still living to gain power and profit. SRT allows for and
even expects these apparent contradictions. SRT ‘‘is a theory about social beings

creative enough to mix and conciliate ideas that could be contradictory, as well as to
use different beliefs and different types of rationality .. [This contradiction] allows
for the coexistence, in a same representational field, of normative and functional

beliefs’’ (Castro, 2006, p. 253). These contradictory ideas will naturally be expressed
in the language used to describe a phenomenon. Markus and Plaut (2001) recom-

mend that researchers pay particularly close attention to language that references
concepts of the self, race, freedom, God, and age—anything that might be considered

the most centrally important concepts in a community—for clues about what can be
most easily ‘‘primed’’ for the further development of a social representation of a new

phenomenon. Gaskell’s (2001) study of biotechnology illustrates the importance of
this type of conceptual framing. His semantic network analysis results show that
when people think about genetically modified foods, fears that scientists were ‘‘play-

ing God’’ and ‘‘tampering with nature’’ were activated, which ultimately generated
the archetypal dichotomy of good versus evil. Interestingly, participants in this study

connected these concepts with organ donation as well.
Similarly, in a study using word association tasks, Maloney et al. (2005) were able

to uncover the type of schemas participants have for organ donation. The
overall cognitive frameworks that contrast a mechanistic view of the body with the

‘‘gift of life’’ that organ transplants represent were further analyzed through
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multidimensional scaling. Their results reveal that terms around an altruistic view of
helping others through organ donation figure strongly against terms that paint an

image of a greedy and corrupt medical system that ultimately seeks to procure organs
from people before they are actually dead. This method of assessing individuals’

cognitions about organ donation requires participants to use ‘‘nonreflexive
thought,’’ not unlike brainstorming techniques. Traditional population-based sur-
veys have generated similar findings about individuals’ cognitions about organ

donation (Gallup Organization, 2005), but the triangulation of findings through
multiple methods strengthens arguments that depictions of organ donation in the

media (the only source of information about donation for most people) are indeed
impacting cognition. Although it should be acknowledged that the raison d’être of

the news media is not merely to inform but to create stories designed to generate
controversy (Lupton, 1994), it is the inflammatory nature of these stories that help

shape cognitions about lesser known phenomena and eventually provoke interper-
sonal communication about the topics that generate the most discomfort or outrage.
Thus, language and cognition become key features shaping the nature of interper-

sonal communication about a given phenomenon between family, friends, and other
members of individuals’ own communities.

The role of interpersonal communication in the creation of a

social representation

SRT places great emphasis on the role of everyday, even mundane conversations on
the ultimate creation of social representations (Potter & Wetherell, 1998). In fact,

this is generally seen as the most critical stage in the process of the emergence of
a social representation; information from the mass media or individuals’ own
cognitions about what they have seen or heard in the media are not sufficient

to form the basis of individual or group action regarding a novel phenomenon.
It is only when information is repeated, discussed, or otherwise ‘‘translated’’

in interpersonal communication contexts that media depictions have an important
impact on individual and group behaviors vis-a-vis the social representations

that are subsequently created (Southwell & Torres, 2006; Wagner & Kronberger,
2001).

Castro (2006) describes three communication modalities used in interpersonal
discourse that shape social representations: (a) diffusion, which is used to simply
repeat and disseminate information; (b) propagation, which serves to integrate

existing norms with new information and appears to advocate for a moderate stance
with regard to the phenomenon; and (c) propaganda, which focuses on advocating

for a particular course of behavior (or behavior change) within the context of a forced
dichotomy. Thus, it is not surprising that studies by Morgan et al. (2005) and Pitts,

Raup-Krieger, Kundrat, and Nussbaum (in press) show that family members adopt
exactly these sorts of strategies when communicating about organ donation.

Although some interactants simply convey facts about donation, others quite
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vociferously advocate for organ donation, often implying that a family member who
refuses to become a potential donor is cold and uncaring or even irrational (Pitts

et al., in press).
Like Wagner and Kronberger (2001) and Gaskell (2001), who studied the social

representations of biotechnology, Morgan et al. (2005); Morgan, Harrison, Long
et al. (2008); and Maloney and colleagues (Maloney & Walker, 2002; Maloney, Hall
& Walker, 2005) found a remarkable degree of convergence in the ways in which

people talked about organ donation and the content of the mass media. For example,
the concerns about organ donation expressed by 78 family dyads (Morgan, Harrison,

Long et al., 2008; Morgan et al., 2005), including fears about a corrupt medical and
organ allocation system as well as concerns about a black market for organs, directly

mirrored the myths about organ donation presented in entertainment media during
a similar timeframe (Morgan, Harrison, Long et al., 2008). Furthermore, the indi-

viduals engaging in family discussions in this study often recited plots from movies
and entertainment media, particularly when they were attempting to justify negative
views about donation (Morgan et al., 2005). Similarly, Maloney and Walker’s (2000,

2002) content analysis of the media revealed a set of frames for organ donation that
were echoed by participants in a later focus group–based study. The framing of an

issue in the media does not merely help shape cognitions but influences the way
information is communicated between individuals and within groups.

It is clear, then, that SRT is a particularly useful framework for understanding
public reactions to organ donation and individuals’ willingness to become poten-

tial organ donors (i.e., signing an organ donor card or joining a donor registry).
However, as has been shown here, the process of the creation of a social represen-

tation is multistaged. It should also be said that not all phenomena are well suited
for examination through this theoretical lens. Ideally, studies of social representa-
tions should focus on phenomena that are novel (i.e., there should be no concrete

existing common wisdom about that particular object, though it may end up being
likened to some other thing to which a response has been already formed—and this

response will then be transferred) and have a ‘‘magical’’ or mysterious quality
(Jones & McMahon, 2004). Furthermore, studies must be triangulated through

mass media content analyses, attitude/cognition studies, and empirical examina-
tions of the interpersonal communication surrounding the topic (Castro, 2006;

Joffe, 2003; Menendez-Alarcon, 2004; Tsoukalas, 2006). (See Figure 1, for an illus-
tration of how social representations studies can triangulate.) Although there is
ample evidence that interpersonal communication enhances or detracts from the

effectiveness of media campaigns (Southwell & Torres, 2006; Southwell & Yzer,
2007), virtually no studies using a social representations framework have examined

interpersonal communicative responses to mass media campaigns or empirically
assessed the ways in which interpersonal communication would have had an

impact on campaign outcomes. Fortunately, preliminary observations about these
outcomes are now possible because of the burgeoning literature on organ donation

campaigns.
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Organ donation campaigns and the connection to

interpersonal communication

There are remarkably few evaluated organ donation campaigns anywhere in the
world, including the United States. A nationwide public campaign to increase dona-

tion in Australia was evaluated by conducting public opinion polls before and after
the campaign, but there were no significant effects in improving the willingness to

donate after death (Matesanz, 2002). In the United States, most systematic cam-
paigns are federally funded through the Division of Transplantation, which has

provided the opportunity to demonstrate, rather surprisingly, that many theories
of behavior change that have been used successfully in campaigns for other types of
health issues are not nearly as effective with organ donation (Morgan, Stephenson,

Harrison, Afifi, & Long, 2008). This, however, should not come as a surprise because
organ donation is unlike other health issues because donating organs after death does

not benefit the donor in any tangible way and further requires people to contemplate
their own mortality as a condition of engaging in the recommended behavior

(Morgan, 2004, 2006; Morgan & Miller, 2002b; Morse et al., in press). Moreover,
past policies have required that campaigns promote not only the willingness to

donate organs but also family discussions about organ donation. Although some
families readily discuss death as part of preplanning funerals, preparing wills, and the

like, it is likely that most individuals and families avoid any talk of the eventual death
of a loved one (Afifi et al., 2006; Morgan, Stephenson et al., 2008), which has created
a distinct barrier to achieving this particular campaign goal.2

This is not to say that organ donation campaigns have not been successful.
However, structural equation modeling and path analyses of how well existing the-

ories predict increases in the willingness to donate (or to discuss organ donation with
loved ones) have often yielded less than impressive results (Morgan, Stephenson

et al., 2008). Because the theory of social representations situates individuals’ reac-
tions to a topic within the communities to which a person belongs, it is quite likely

that many researchers have been overlooking a vital form of audience segmentation:
Social and thought communities. This may help explain why campaigns targeting
university communities, workplaces, and medical personnel have shown more suc-

cess than most other campaigns (The Institute for Campaign Research and Evaluation,
2005): Individuals within these communities are in greater social and physical prox-

imity to one another than members of the general public.
There are several examples of successful organ donation promotion campaigns

that use social context as a central feature of the strategic campaign planning process.
In these campaigns, interpersonal communication becomes not only a goal of the

campaign but also a vital tool for achieving those goals. For example, the earliest
systematic worksite organ donation campaign that was conducted at a large package

delivery company (Morgan & Miller, 2002a, 2002b) featured stories about one
employee’s own experience of being a donor husband in mass media materials
distributed to other employees as a way to generate interest in the topic in the hopes
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that this would translate to ‘‘water cooler conversations.’’ Additionally, staff and
volunteers who were transplant recipients provided ample opportunities and incen-

tives (mostly in the form of small giveaways) for employees to ask direct questions
about organ donation. Although this early campaign was not able to separate the

effects of the media components of the campaign from the interpersonal compo-
nents, the campaign was successful in increasing the rate of interpersonal family
discussions about organ donation among employees (Morgan & Miller, 2002a).3

A follow-up set of campaigns at six universities in different areas of the country
with diverse populations tested whether adding interpersonal communication ele-

ments to messages disseminated through traditional mass media would increase the
effectiveness of these campaigns. Mass media messages centered on the stories of

members of each university’s community who had been touched by organ donation
in some way in the hopes that mass media messages would increase community

discussions about donation because the issue had affected ‘‘one of their own.’’ These
newspaper stories, ads, and billboards featuring students, faculty, and staff who had
become donors after death as well as those who had received life-restoring organ or

tissue transplants were also designed to motivate people to be more open to receiving
additional fact-based information about donation and to increase their willingness

to talk to available staff and volunteers about any remaining concerns they had about
donation. The results were quite clear: Adding an interpersonal communication

component contributed significantly to participants’ willingness to donate (Morgan,
Stephenson et al., 2008, submitted for publication). However, the interpersonal

dimension of the campaign did not significantly increase the willingness to engage
in family discussions about organ donation. Because members of university com-

munities are generally better educated, have a higher socioeconomic status, and are
more individualistic than the general public, another sequence of campaigns was
developed to reach a more representative population.

Worksite campaigns at 45 companies with 100 or more employees in industries
ranging from manufacturing and distribution plants to pharmaceutical research and

development were conducted over a 2.5-year period (Morgan et al., 2007b). Results
from nearly 10,000 participants mirrored those of the previous two campaigns.

Having staff and volunteers on site to talk with about organ donation resulted in
greater willingness to become an organ donor. However, a more complex, enlight-

ening pattern of results emerged as a result of careful process evaluation over this
large number of campaigns. When organizations set up information tables in central
locations where large numbers of employees passed by and when larger numbers of

employees gathered around the table, employees spoke not only to staff members but
also to each other. Rather than wait for staff members to witness their donor cards or

donor registry forms, they asked each other to sign their forms. Thus, it appears that
a sense of community and ease of access to contexts fostering interpersonal com-

munication, not only with campaign staff but also with other members of the
workplace community, facilitated the process of declaring an individual’s willing-

ness to donate. Interestingly, in this campaign, the interpersonal communication
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component did significantly increase the rate of employees’ discussion with family
members. The difference between this set of campaigns and those conducted at

universities may be the result of participants going home to their families each
evening to discuss their workday activities. In contrast, at universities, a substantial

number of participants were students who did not have immediate, daily access to
family members. Whether the campaign encouraged communication among peers
within each site is not known, unfortunately, but such a finding would have provided

additional information about how an organized campaign can facilitate the dissem-
ination of information within audience segments or social communities. Further-

more, greater information about the frequency and tenor of communication within
social networks would allow us to more clearly define campaign ‘‘success.’’ Knowing

that more favorable attitudes toward donation and positively valenced interpersonal
discussions among wealthier, more educated Caucasian employees resulted from

a campaign that simultaneously produced a boomerang effect among less educated
Latino or African-American employees (hypothetically as a function of portraying
too many Caucasian transplant recipients to communities that perceive that Whites

unfairly benefit from organ allocation procedures) would produce a far more sophis-
ticated evaluation of a campaign.

Unfortunately, although we know that campaigns can be successful in getting
people to talk about organ donation, it is not possible to know the content of

employees’ conversations with family members or peers. Whether media messages
sparked general conversations about an individual’s willingness to donate or whether

the content of the media messages became the actual subject of the conversation
would be of great interest within a SRT framework. What is known is that the tenor

of conversations about organ donation as a result of these campaigns is not always
positive. It was reported that approximately 23% of people said that conversations
with family did not make them more likely to want to donate their organs (Morgan,

2004). This is a significant irony for the organ procurement and transplantation
community, which has been encouraging a public that is generally uneducated about

donation to ‘‘talk with your family about donation.’’ As it turns out, at least some of
those media-fueled discussions may have had the unintended consequence of dis-

couraging donation (see Cho & Salmon, 2007, for a discussion of unintended cam-
paign effects). As Southwell and Yzer (2007) point out, communication between

members of a community can have a negative impact on the results of a campaign if
members of the community hold unfavorable attitudes toward the topic. Thus,
researchers need to exhibit considerable caution when promoting a behavior when

its social representation is not fully understood.

Conclusions

SRT has been relatively slow to catch on in the United States as compared to Europe
probably because of the primary importance placed on the individual within our

culture (Markus & Plaut, 2001). Americans seem to cherish the notion that
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individual behavior is a consequence of individual cognition and agency. SRT, by
contrast, emphasizes the role of connections between individuals as well as between

individuals and their larger communities as determinants of the behavior as a func-
tion of social representations. SRT provides a richer, more complex view of the

important ways in which the media, cognition, and interpersonal communication
intersect and influence one another—and provides a deeper understanding of the
reasons why the media may not result in interpersonal conversations and/or conse-

quential behavior change. The conditions under which social representations are
formed are quite specific, according to SRT. As stated earlier, a phenomenon first

has to be unfamiliar, as in the case of a scientific breakthrough (e.g., cloning, stem
cell research) (Harre, 1998; Jones & McMahon, 2004). Only when we can be rea-

sonably assured that the only practical source of information about the phenomenon
for the general population is the mass media can we track how information moves

and is transformed by cognitive and communicative processes. Second, a phenome-
non must have a certain magical quality (Jones & McMahon, 2004; Moscovici, 1988).
The medical advances that make it possible to take the organs from a dead person

and transplant them into the dying to ‘‘resurrect’’ them would certainly qualify as
seeming quite magical. Third, a phenomenon must have potential consequences to

the individual and society (Moscovici, 1998; Sommer, 1998). For example, what does
it mean to society if human beings can be cloned? Can a person who is an organ

donor go to heaven without all his or her ‘‘parts’’? It is under these three conditions
that a phenomenon is especially well suited for study using SRT as an organizing

framework for empirical investigations. The right object of study provides the
opportunity to track interpersonal communication as a function of the mass media

and then to examine the impact on individual behaviors as a function of the social
meaning–making process.

In light of the complex nature of social representations and the process of their

evolution, it should come as no surprise that there have been many methodolog-
ical exhortations issued by a wide variety of authors. The most consistent caution

has been to triangulate studies before proclaiming that the social representation of
a phenomenon has been discovered (Abric, 2001; Castro, 2006; Gaskell, 2001;

Joffe, 2003). Although few journals would provide enough space to present in
a single article the results of a mass media content analysis, a study of individual

cognitions and attitudes, as well as the results of a study of interpersonal com-
munication within existing social groups, researchers can and do publish
a sequence of articles or book chapters following this prescribed means of tri-

angulation (cf. Gaskell, 2001; research by Morgan and colleagues; research by
Maloney and Walker and colleagues). Another caution presented by researchers

is to avoid bias toward reflexive methods, which tend to force research participants
to be rational in their expression of their views on a topic (Joffe, 2003; Tsoukalas,

2006). Word association tasks and brainstorming-like techniques have been rec-
ommended as a way of tapping deeper associations of a phenomenon with existing

schema or images.
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The benefit of creating such extensive studies to tap social representations and
the processes by which they are created is that such studies can provide a more

sophisticated view of the relationship between the mass media and the interper-
sonal communication. The development of the communication field necessitates

moving beyond the two-step flow model of the influence of the mass media to
create a more sophisticated view of these multiple, dynamic processes. Although
the mass media alone do not create social representations, the media’s power to

frame organ donation through the use of specific language or the valence of that
language (Feeley & Vincent, 2007; Reinhart, Marshall, Feeley, & Tutzauer, 2007) or

by selectively focusing on some aspects of donation at the expense of other possible
dimensions (Feeley & Vincent, 2007) or downright inaccurate and inflammatory

treatments of the topic (Morgan et al., 2007a) will ultimately impact both individ-
ual cognitions and interpersonal communication about the topic, which are far

more likely to influence behavior. This is truly a case where the whole is greater
than the sum of its parts.

Whether a mass media campaign provokes interpersonal discussion may be vital

to the evaluation of a campaign’s success (Southwell & Yzer, 2007). The absence of
such communication may offer an important possible explanation for the lack of

effects from the national multimedia Australian organ donation campaign men-
tioned earlier in this paper (Matesanz, 2002). By contrast, huge scandals in

Europe—the type that are the most likely to generate conversations about the topic,
including organs being procured without family consent and controversies over

whether donors were actually dead when their organs were procured—resulted in
immediate, prolonged drops in donation rates in the countries in which those

scandals occurred (Matesanz, 2002). Unlike far too many organized campaigns that
focus on statistics about the need for organs for transplant—which are unlikely to be
compelling enough for people to rush home to talk about with family and friends—

such scandalous stories create enough emotional arousal and generalized horror that
they are much more likely to spur interpersonal conversations, which, as we have

seen, are a necessary requirement for views of organ donation to change.
The good and bad news about social representations are how difficult they are to

change once they have been established (Moscovici, 1998). Scholars in the areas of
health communication, science communication, and the media would do well to

keep an eye on the horizon for emerging innovations—not only because they rep-
resent an excellent opportunity for research but also because in their earliest stages,
the development of social representations can be influenced through careful inter-

ventions (with particular attention to language, including metaphors and analogies)
in the media. False or misleading analogies can create potentially indelible impres-

sions on the public imagination, affecting subsequent discourse and behaviors
regarding technologies that hold promise for saving or improving human lives.

The pursuit of driving questions about media, cognitive, and interpersonal commu-
nicative processes and practices demands that we engage in intersubdisciplinary

research using multiple methods across multiple studies as part of a systematic
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program of research to broaden our view of the ‘‘big picture’’ of a phenomenon and
its potential impact on society.

Notes

1 New forms of treatment for cancer no longer necessarily center solely on chemotherapy.

At the time of Sontag’s writing, however, chemotherapy was standard practice.

2 Campaigns to encourage family discussion have included simple statements asking the

public to inform family of their wishes as well as actually providing scripts for discussion

of donation with family members. On the other hand, the barriers to becoming

a potential donor are quite different and campaigns designed to increase rates of signed

donor cards or donor registrations have typically focused on dispelling common myths

about donation as well as a framing of donation as a heroic, altruistic act.

3 It is important to encourage family discussions even though ‘‘First Person Consent’’ laws

treat donor registration as legally binding because those who do not wish to join a formal

registry can still express their intent to donate and those who do not wish to donate can

likewise convey this position to family members who can, in turn, refuse the requests of

organ transplant coordinators.
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Au croisement des conversations, de la cognition et des campagnes de 

communication : La représentation sociale du don d’organes 

 

Susan E. Morgan 

Résumé 

 

La théorie des représentations sociales (TRS) demeure sous-utilisée dans les 

sciences de la communication. Cette théorie aide à expliquer les relations entre la 

communication interpersonnelle, la cognition et les médias de masse, surtout dans 

les situations où l’émergence d’un nouveau phénomène requiert une certaine 

réaction sociale. Puisque le don d’organes demeure mal compris du public, en 

grande partie à cause de la télévision récréative, la TRS est utile pour aider les 

chercheurs et les intervenants à comprendre l’interaction complexe, dans une 

population, de facteurs contribuant à une réticence à donner ses organes après son 

décès. Dans cet article, il est soumis que les campagnes de communication 

publique devraient inclure des stratégies visant à provoquer la communication 

interpersonnelle sur le sujet, de manière à créer des représentations sociales qui 

promeuvent les comportements en appui à la santé publique. 



Die Schnittstelle zwischen persönlichem Gespräch, Kognitionen und 

Kampagnen: Die soziale Repräsentation von Organspende 

 

Susan E. Morgan 

Department of Communication, Purdue University, West Lafayette, IN 

47907-2098 

 

Bislang fand die Theorie der sozialen Repräsentation in der 

Kommunikationswissenschaft nur ungenügend Anwendung. Die Theorie erklärt 

die Beziehungen zwischen interpersonaler Kommunikation, Kognition und den 

Massenmedien, insbesondere in Situationen, in denen ein neues Phänomen zu 

Tage tritt, das eine bestimmte Art sozialer Reaktion erfordert. Da die 

Organspende vor allem aufgrund des Unterhaltungsfernsehens in der 

Öffentlichkeit immer noch eher schlecht verstanden ist, trägt die Theorie der 

sozialen Repräsentation dazu bei, dass Forscher und Praktiker das komplexe 

Zusammenspiel der Faktoren besser verstehen, welches die Zurückhaltung 

gegenüber der Spende von Organen nach dem Tod in verschiedenen 

Populationen beeinflusst. In diesem Artikel wird deshalb argumentiert, dass 

öffentliche Kommunikationskampagnen auch Strategien beinhalten sollten, die 

interpersonale Kommunikation zum Thema anregen, was wiederum als Mittel 

dient, soziale Repräsentationen herzustellen und Verhaltensweisen zu fördern, 

die der öffentlichen Gesundheit zuträglich sind. 



La Intersección entre la Conversación, las Cogniciones, y las Campañas: La 

Representación Social de la Donación de Órganos 

 

Susan E. Morgan 

Department of Communication, Purdue University 

 

Resumen 

 

La teoría de las representaciones sociales (SRT) ha sido poco usada en el campo de 

la comunicación. Esta teoría ayuda a explicar las interrelaciones entre la 

comunicación interpersonal, la cognición y los medios de comunicación, 

particularmente en situaciones donde un nuevo fenómeno, que requiere algún tipo 

de respuesta social, emerge. Dado que la donación de órganos es poco 

comprendida por el público, en gran parte debido a la televisión de 

entretenimiento, la teoría de representación social (SRT) es apropiada para ayudar 

a los investigadores y los profesionales a entender la complejidad de la interacción 

de los factores que dentro de una población (o poblaciones) contribuyen a la 

renuencia a donar órganos después de la muerte. Este artículo sostiene que la 

comunicación pública de las campañas debería incluir estrategias que provoquen la 

comunicación interpersonal acerca del tema como un medio para crear 

representaciones sociales que promuevan los comportamientos de apoyo a la salud 

pública. 



对话，认知和竞选的交叉点：器官捐赠的社会代表 

 

Susan E. Morgan 

普度大学 

 

社会代表理论（SRT）在传播学领域未得到充分利用。这个理论帮助

解释人际交流、认知和大众传媒之间的相互关系，尤其是新现象的出

现需要某种社会反应时。由于电视对娱乐节目的偏好和因为公众对器

官捐赠理解颇浅，SRT 非常适合帮助研究者及从业人员理解人们不愿

在死后捐出器官的复杂的相互作用因素。本文认为，公共传播活动应

策略性地促使人们对此议题进行人际交流，以此作为手段来创造社会

代表，这种社会代表反过来能促进有利于公共健康之行为的开展。 



대화, 인지, 그리고 캠페인의 상호 연계: 장기기증의 사회 표상 에 관한 연구 

 

Susan E. Morgan 

요약 

 

사회표상이론 (SRT)은 커뮤니케이션 영역에서 많이 사용되지 않아왔다. 이 

이론은 개인간 커뮤니케이션, 인지, 그리고 매스 미디어의 상호관계를 

설명하는데 도움이 되어왔는바, 특별히 여러가지 사회적 반응을 요구하는 

새로운 현상이 발생하는 상황에서 유용하게 사용되어 왔다. 장기기증이 

오락성을 추구하는 텔레비젼 때문에 일반인들에게 아직도 잘 이해되지 

못하고 있기 때문에, SRT는 연구자들과 의사들이 사망후 장기 기증을 꺼리는 

이유에 기여하는 집단내에서의 복잡한 상호작용을 이해하는데 잘 적용될 수 

있다. 본 논문에서 우리는 공공 커뮤니케이션 캠페인들은 공공보건을 돕는 

행위를 촉진하는 사회적 표상을 창조하는 수단으로서 이 주제에 대한 인간적 

커뮤니케이션을 촉구하는 전략들을 포함해야 한다고 주장하고 있다. 
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