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The media plays an important role in organizational studies, and especially in research on
social evaluations (Deephouse, 2000). This trend is perfectly illustrated by the theoretical
framework offered by Anastasiya Zavyalova, Mike Pfarrer, and Rhonda Reger (Zavyalova et
al., Forthcoming), which explains the antecedents and consequences of organizational
celebrity. In their model, organizations send informational cues that the media picks,
reinterprets, and spreads after a process that includes simplification and dramatization.
Further, the salient elements of organizational identity are mediatized, and elicit different
emotions among constituents. This theoretical framework conceptualizes the media as a
prototypical information intermediary, which links companies with society and influences the
information process among actors (Deephouse and Heugens, 2009). Within this framework,
Zavyalova and her colleagues—as most of the work that gives a key role to the media in
organizational studies—handles the media as a homogenous ensemble. This commentary
aims to complement and enrich Zavyalova and her colleagues’ model by offering to consider
the media as a set of heterogeneous actors, with their own motives and strategic decisions.
The following development will make three key points:

(i) Media reporting can be heterogeneous, often due to partisanship: A variance exists in
events’ attention and presentation across media outlets. This variance is often not
randomly distributed; different media outlets choose the cues that matter to them, and
report them in a way that aligns with their motives and strategic goals.

This is of crucial importance because:

(i1) Different media outlets have different reaches: Media outlets reach broader or smaller

audiences' depending on whether these audiences have self-selected to follow these

" We use the broader term of “audiences” to designate the actors that consume media news, while Zavyalova and

her colleagues use the term “constituents.”



outlets. Thus, variances in perceptions among audiences can be due to the specific
narrative an audience is exposed to.

The previous two points are currently augmented by the recent surge of online and social

media, which leads to:

(ii1) The media field has become more fragmented: Anyone can use social media and
online platforms—such as Facebook or Twitter—to act as media themselves. This makes

capturing media discourse more challenging.

MEDIA HETEROGENEITY AND NEW FORMS OF MEDIA
The paper by Zavyalova and her colleagues handled the media as a homogenous ensemble by
collapsing the media narratives into one theoretical construct. This stems from a commonality
in how the media has been used in organizational literature. This homogeneity assumption
rests on multiple justifications: the media targets similar readers, shares similar expertise and
information, has analogous professional values, and faces similar institutional or social
pressures. The institutional context may indeed trigger homogeneity in media voices, such as
in authoritarian contexts in which the media are controlled by the government (Clemente &
Roulet, 2015).

However, each media outlet is also a specific organization, which serves and connects its
readers (Briggs & Burke, 2009), and must comply with multiple demands from suppliers,
customers, and regulators. External expectations and pressure can create heterogeneity among
media outlets in the attention and framing given to events (Groeling, 2013; Entman, 2012). A
long tradition of research exists in mass communication, economics, and political science, in
observing the antecedents and consequences of media heterogeneity. Such studies have
typically focused on ideological fields, such as politics, sports, or international affairs, which
are characterized by significant and permanent heterogeneity in the beliefs among actors.

Media outlets often act as partisan actors themselves in such contexts, framing the news to



align with their interests and motives (Groeling, 2013). Recent organizational research
indicates that media heterogeneity can also occur in the media’s depiction of organizations.
For example, Roulet (2015) noted that there were key differences in the Washington Post,
New York Times, and Wall Street Journal’s biased depictions of investment banks during the
recent financial crisis. Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017) demonstrated that heterogeneity
exists across German newspapers in how they framed the Volkswagen scandal.

The recent rise of online newspapers, blogs, or social media has accentuated this
heterogeneity and the fragmented nature of media as a field. Social media specifically
involves audiences in both the construction and consumption of news (Leonardi & Vaast,
2017). It allows individuals to become a medium themselves and “communicate their
expertise to a broader audience at a relatively low cost” (Huang et al., 2015: 2826). These
individuals will report what is salient to them, in ways that betray their orientation and
motivation. Consequently, only a fraction of these voices will actually reach relevant
audiences. While traditional media connect audience members by creating a common
knowledge about events, social media enables them to connect, interact, and react upon the
basis of this common knowledge, thus creating an interaction between mainstream and social
media (Clemente & Roulet, 2015). The rise of social media adds additional complexity to the
study of media, in how media outlets influence or are influenced by organizations: they are
paradoxically and theoretically easier to affect, thanks to their social dimension, but are also

harder to control because the media field is ultimately more fragmented (Piskorksi, 2014).

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH ON AND WITH MEDIA
We argue that our previous media heterogeneity discussion can have theoretical implications
for Zavyalova et al.’s framework and, more broadly, for research in organizational studies

using media.



First, Zavyalova and her colleagues argue that organizations can gain celebrity and infamy
based on how constituents interpret media narratives. We argue that all media outlets do not
necessarily choose the informational cues shared by organizations, and when they are, the
simplification and dramatization may be biased depending on the individual media actors’
motives. Heterogeneity exists in not only the extent to which the firms are cast by the media,
but also the variance in the media’s framing. Media depictions of organizations will be
essentially dramatized, simplified, and either vilifying or celebrating. If we allow the
possibility of media heterogeneity—namely, different media outlets differently framing
organizations—we could conclude that the constituents may differ in their perceptions
because they “consume” media contents with different framing.” This is another way to
explain heterogeneity in constituents’ perceptions (Zavyalova et al.’s second proposition).

Second, if we allow media outlets to have different ideological or economic motives, they
can be biased toward the organizations they report on (Clemente et al., 2016). Consequently,
organizations can actively prime media outlets to picking a carefully chosen set of
informational cues. Moreover, by handling media outlets as individual actors instead of as a
homogenous ensemble, it also follows that these outlets can influence each other; in fact,
media outlets often create cascades of information among them from, for example, more
prestigious to less prestigious outlets (Entman, 2012). Organizations, under certain conditions,
can dictate media overall narrative by controlling the content from a handful of more
influential outlets. The rise of online news and social media has also provided new
opportunities to influence the media’s overall discourse. American Apparel succeeded in

obtaining millions of dollars of free media coverage in prestigious newspapers by instead

? Constituents might also select media with narratives most aligned to their motives. As Zavyalova et al. suggest,
emotions are also a strong driver, and might condition the constituents’ selection of media narratives. This would

challenge the assumption that constituents are exposed to the same media narratives.
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influencing a number of fashion blogs (Holiday, 2012). In summary, media heterogeneity
allows for more agency in the relationship between organizations and media narratives
(Zavyalova et al.’s first proposition).

It is important to note that our arguments do not invalidate Zavyalova et al.’s theoretical
model; in fact, in many cases, different media outlets can converge in their narratives, thus
making it possible to capture the media’s overall discourse (Clemente & Roulet, 2015). Our
goal more closely involves identifying boundary conditions to their model, and provide two
potential implications of relaxing the assumption of media as a homogenous ensemble.

Our theoretical suggestions on the conceptualization of the media also has broad
implications for management research. Organizational scholars have only recently begun to
incorporate heterogeneity as a key feature of the media landscape in their research. Given the
rise of online news and social media, media heterogeneity can no longer be ignored. First,
organizational scholars must identify when and why media heterogeneity arises in
organizational settings versus those that are more ideologically driven (e.g., politics or sports).
This means identifying the antecedents at the firm and topical levels associated with media
reporting heterogeneity. Second, future research could examine how organizations can exploit
media heterogeneity. Third, scholars empirically examining the media’s effects should study
whether their proposed mechanisms are due to overall media reporting, or whether they are
driven by different types of media outlets (cf Petkova et al., 2013).

Much remains to fully understand the media’s role; organizational scholars can contribute
by studying media outlets as organizations or actors, and not just as a homogenous ensemble.
We hope this commentary encourages researchers to open the black box of both explaining
and accounting for divergent media behaviors, to better understand the recursive process

through which organizations influence media outlets, and are influenced by them.
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