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Media Studies - Hollywood Film

Reception theory - Stuart Hall

Communication is a process involving encoding by producers and decoding by audiences.

There are three hypothetical positions from which messages and meanings may be 
decoded: 

1. The dominant-hegemonic position: the encoder’s intended meaning (the preferred   
 reading) is fully understood and accepted. 

2. The negotiated position: the legitimacy of the encoder’s message is acknowledged in   
	 general	terms,	although	the	message	is	adapted	or	negotiated	to	better	fit	the			 	
 decoder’s own individual experiences or context. 

3. The oppositional position: the encoder’s message is understood, but the decoder   
 disagrees with it, reading it in a contrary or oppositional way.

Task
Use the Reception Theory Clueless resources and consider the following: 

 » Why	might	certain	audiences	want	to	see	this	film,	based	on	this	trailer?

 » Why	might	certain	audiences	not	want	to	watch	this	film?

 » Could	the	trailer	appeal	to	different	audiences	in	a	different	way?

 » Who	would	you	argue	would	be	the	primary	audience	for	this	film?

Although most media products have clearly 
defined	target	audiences,	film	productions	
must appeal to a variety of audiences if they 
are	to	make	any	profit.	

In the case of Clueless, it may be argued 
that the primary audience are teenage girls. 
Stereotypically, it is this audience who will be 
able	to	relate	to	the	film’s	content	of	fashion	
and cliques. 

However, Clueless is a critically respected 
comedy	film,	meaning	that	the	well	written	
and performed humour may be more 

universally	understood	than	the	film’s	
specifically	teen	ideologies.	

This	means	that	while	the	film	may	hold	a	
personal meaning for teen audiences, older 
audiences can appreciate the text in other 
ways, disregarding the ideological relevance 
and any identity pleasures. 

Of course, the highly stylised mise-en-scene 
and exaggerated representations may be 
completely	off-putting	to	certain	audiences,	
who will regard this trailer as a warning to 
avoid	the	film!
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Media Theorist Stuart Hall argues that there 
were three main ways in which audiences 
could receive a text: they may accept the 
dominant reading (which, in the case of 
Clueless, mean that they identify with and 
celebrate	the	representations	on	offer),	

reject the text (they would not be interested 
in	the	film	based	on	what	they	have	seen)	
or negotiate an enjoyment (they may not 
appreciate	the	film’s	focus	on	idealised	youth	
culture,	but	gain	pleasure	from	the	film’s	
humour and narrative).

Task
Watch the trailer for your films. List the ways in which audiences could react to the 
trailer.

 » Why	might	certain	audiences	want	to	see	this	film,	based	on	this	trailer?

 » Why	might	certain	audiences	not	want	to	watch	this	film?

 » Could	the	trailer	appeal	to	different	audiences	in	a	different	way?

 » Who	would	you	argue	would	be	the	primary	audience	for	this	film?

 » Can	you	identify	a	preferred	reading?	What	do	you	think	the	producers	of	this	text	want		
	 their	audience	to	feel	and	think	when	they	watch	this	trailer?

 » What	sort	of	reception	do	you	have	for	the	trailer?	Negotiated,	accepted	or	rejected?

Task
Using your notes and focussing on Hall’s theory of reception, answer the following 
question with regards to your trailer: In what different ways could audiences respond 
to the trailer?


