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Media Effects Research in the Age of Artificial
Intelligence, Automation, and Algorithms: Insights
from a Pioneering Interdisciplinary Scholar

Discussants: S. Shyam SUNDAR, Yunya SONG, Ruifeng QIE

Abstract

This dialogue features Professor S. Shyam Sundar, a distinguished scholar
known for his pioneering work on social and psychological effects of human-
computer interaction (HCI) and computer-mediated communication (CMC)
with specific focus on technological elements unique to online communication
via modern media. He was identified as the most published author of Internet-
related research in the field during the medium’s first decade. He is a theorist
as well as an experimentalist who uses a rich variety of quantitative and
qualitative approaches in his research, including computationally intensive
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State University; Co-Director of the Media Effects Research Laboratory at College
of Communication, Penn State University. Research interests: psychology of media
technology, human-computer interaction, media effects, research methodology,
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methods. In this dialogue, Professor Sundar shares his career journey thus far
with readers: a chronicle of his experiences in academia as a student and
researcher, the uncertainties he faced, the obstacles to success and well-being,
and the pervasive role of intellectual passion. He identifies the main areas and
current dynamics of media-effects research and provides recommendations
for future directions for research in the age of artificial intelligence, automation,
and algorithms.

Citation of this article: Sundar, S. S., Song, Y., & Qie, R. (2022). Media
effects research in the age of artificial intelligence, automation, and algorithms:
Insights from a pioneering interdisciplinary scholar. Communication and
Society, 61, 1-23.
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IR - REBMHRET

it HE AR - SRR T AU R R B E A 5 Je BE N 57 K2 (Penn State
University ) #5582 2 B9 1 800% - B SCRBETC R B S W0 T4 - g
FAE AN TR REH O FAT ~ BB EEEE G be 1 o M an i BUR A I 75 S
TG R R 48 (o P BELASCOR, ~ R OO0 B - ABERS . - BN ~ B E I
I FNAE%E T AT o AR PG B R A e B L T AL RO B R
R — RAURELR (R 8 - 5 ) B | AR A (Modality-
Agency-Interactivity-Navigability Model) ~ [{# ] B % /£ 2.0 ] (Uses and
Gratifications 2.0) ~ [ E B PERL R | #AY (Interactivity Effects Model) ~ [ %
R Be E) | LAY (Agency Model of Customization) * 1550 Jh B iy | AL Ay
(Motivational Technology Model) ~ #t I 1% Ui 4> 8 (Online Source
Typology) > PA K 38 B i 8 %4 S B % (Theory of Interactive Media
Effects) o flis 8 2 1 57 [ B R 7 (3 4% 20 7 B & (AEJMC) 4 3% 1) Paul J.
Deutschmann 5 8 i 7% 3& F1 fy (20 P4 30 475 B2 e (8 1 B B i 4H 4 5% 1
Frederick Williams {5 1 5 RRE o i SR U047 2 B 55 30 R A > 3If7 15 3%
T 170 Z 5 Bl SCEE o b %8 & AT Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication W4 E4R > BIVE(T Journal of Advertising W) & R B I i o

SS : HEHE4Y - SREW
YS : R
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YS ¢ JERR AR AL B4 B A O E — DR SR ? T SRR — T
A5 B0 00 JEE AR 2

SS : FRAEEN LA B R — 44 TR A - B FR 3R B 83 0 JF R
Moo 20 fiEAC 8O AFAXIY - BIRAE WA AL HE o FE LK TEB
EE S R AN AR A AR o [ REAE S — 4 TARRRT A — &g
Fo WARAE TIME > ABRE A AT B & dn el B A M A e
BRI o FRAE WU AEHR I3 31 B 4 57 38 52 A 5 R SR -
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E2 47 77 1] > & 7F University of Alabama J i i 1 3] [ 4 2] T
Dolf Zillmann R Fifi > 72 BT F A9 SR A2 U - SR FR% AR 2 1A
R SR A AR T T o R TR PR 0 REEL Y U A e 7 0 LB
AT M TR BA R B B R B sk e S U T % B Al F
FT o d o TR AR B 1) & O FEER ST > B 4 Amos Tversky ~ Al
Bandura * David Rummelhart * Robert Zajonc ~ Lee Ross il Mark
Lepper » FRAE {8 KB I [H] 04 47 52 b i 203 Bl 1Y) A

AL IS T 0B - B A0 SHLER A R AR AR i
RIS o % R T 3R — R R 7 AR R B A RO - Fof
AR A RO T PR ICE fr s E 0 AR > DA S a Se 5 4
TE U BRI )5 2 o (B RIS S 5T BRSO B A 2 Bl T
PR - S EA TR E -

YS : BB BORVEFERISEER o V] A 55 8 4 5 4 Y B0
R ?

SS: FAFSHC R . WEEMRACEIMTA > BEEFHRMEE
ST o B AT — EARARIRAM 7S R SR 2 MO R A TR Y
FUE o RAVEA T B Z R A ORI AR UE - AT
H C i H Z B R TE IR B BT B A A P DB R > AK
ZARERRL Z HIR G - U HIE R - OB S R B 2 [H]
AR &S

IR BB 7 A T2 43 B W SRR RO o B — B LI (F %
(interface cues) MR A BH - AHBAWF 72 85 R 134F T » 22 [E
#£MAIN (Modality, Agency, Interactivity, and Navigability [ 7 z{,
F 8 - HB) B ] ) BEAY (Sundar, 2008a) o 5 R B F
A7 2% % 5L T ) 52 2> BT 1Y 2 2 B ME (interactivity) F1 % b
(customization) (Sundar, 2012) ° FRAMGEE A% 2647 A & e £ OB
E AP AN T AT sl 2 R (TR BRERR 25 T F 1)

HOR o IS SEORIE B P AT 5 B B AR - AN B R A5 58
FELERAER o BB > FADFFA MR R BUE > — 2 (s
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95 #% 1% (cue route) » 75 — 24T B B4 1€ (action route) (Sundar et
al., 2015) o FRAE B M B G 76 7S 4 P2 0 38 B I A0 B G
(Theory of Interactive Media Effects, TIME) i 7 7+ (Sundar et al.,
2015) o 7 fIf PG A FRAE AR 25 20 AF 1l 1Y A [) ALY f) 45 o
YS : TR X104 > B BORWE SR R A T RLE s P BAER KRS
A~ 1048 ~ 50485 3 100 4F 1) 85 J i 3 o =L B AR 2
SS: K#f b WA KRFMEEZHBIEES » M AR A

AU R o BHEL A T (v e (o 1557 52 A B A P AR AR — T
0 e B o 17T R A ) R B A A AR I ROR o S RIWE T
A BlCTE B P R B 0 R B RE b i FR (5 B R 2 A
R o PL I 2 i KRR IT R BV RE R 0 — B 4 RV
FERS o FREE 5 AR AIEAN ROR W WF FTA% 52 15 50 DA 2 s o

A ORI 5 D B e v LB BRI, T 2 B A
8 ] AR o o] s 2B NS AR BT AR A R ) 2 32 R S HE - TS B
AN K B RIS AT A 2D FRAM B B R I 75 A 5815 5 1
KT o PTHEEY = AR R e & > i H AR B
PREDRIE Al L EAL - AR TiE e 3 KR ARk
AR 22 B AP B O B B AR M AL P o FRAM AR L B R R
BT R ORI SR B o AN R R B S | N RIZ A O
L PG o

538 5 50 4F Y A ORI FE - K 2 SO 0 3 IR 7 HUE A
B> RPN FREEBRAE S o FRER 5 FRAMASF B T 2 B A A
A B DA R AEEA B v AR 0 B o BT RN > D IRER R R DA
HOR IR AR R R Al 2 T A B o B OB KN
F o A —EH AT [RERM SR T B ABATENE R > REE
ETE % s W % 2 B T > FRBLES AR A S RE ] o (AP A
FKAETRF EREE—AEE - B ERZHEN PR > @R
AR R T 3 T B B R AR RI Y o FRAM SR A T S AR
BAPATEI IR E o IR B 8 i ORI AT 4 I Y
F7 - RSO E  BIE R OHEER BN EE -



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2022). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

(EFEALERT) - (8) %611 (2022)

WA > R ERE BT 7T AR B0 PR G R I — 80 o I8 L 4%
SHIR B R AR > FRAMEE A [ A A | (mediation) %2
WES AL o E AR AR AR IR > E e o ol KRR AvE
RS e E B A R AT T B o IR G IRAM T B S R BT
FE > o R R B I O B R A AL e R A L T o

YS ¢ R Bl R AR o ARt i] ek e LR - R AR - F B RALL
PRERZEGE Z2 R @ B O ? SRR 1 A s B R B A 2R i sE 4
flg o] APk o W] AR A SRR AR IS B2 AL ESE B BB R e PR K 2

SS = FLA—MRAMT NI B O3 HE AR BRSO HAE— @ R BT
TS o B BRI — 0 I RSP AE R A% o BERTR
BEE AR MGA IS WO R — e FERE - fE R mnl » 48
BB BRI — ER — A PR o VR B s AT o] — A B iR
LG RHEL By 3 WA RO ) R IR > BRI 0 1 5 6 AR R O R AR
T > AP AR A O DS SN AR - MARBER ACD
BLAG PSR A S B 3y > 30— E R AR A I -

U S B 0 BUIR SR — TE PR » (ERERE —PhRR 2 > A
PEERHIT L B EREE - B CHIBFITE % 52 500 A 102
MORTRIR A o SR > o B B2 Y A2 R 7E Bk 1Y) 5 SRR F 9% B e vt
R ANE -

RQ : &84 WF 78 0] 8% 25 S0 B RS P AL & O PRBOR o BRI > &
PIBF 5 S B N\ L8 e B N R ) BB o %22 B R RE S I WF e 1t Jg
NG » BHEMAEMEREH? CRECHAEN FRRE %
AAFEAR 2 HeAh o B AL B REAE N L3 BRI AC 0 25 BYE o JE R I
i HE RO BIFSE o FRAM M 5% o W SBF N T B BN 8 2% v s A Y B
FARYE ?

SS : FoH U ECGGHE M o B %) (Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication) ¥§3% T — & B NS T8 e3¢ B — 3¢ LIS
54 H G 1 B 9 P2 A 7Y (Human-Al Interaction—Theory of
Interactive Media Effects, HAII-TIME) 9 3¢ & (Sundar, 2020) ° &
AN TR BT B AC BPEWE U AR SS & o AR T =R R B A
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1 22 5. 5 W (Source) 22 B ~ 1l B (Message) & H. Al i /-
(Medium) 22 H. (Sundar, 2020) © 7 g R84 uli - §UR S H R e K
OBRER o A ulai Rt Rl s ZE 3 P R] RE R Y B A R RE AR AR
AR E S ER Y 2GR - BT B 5008 o QR A F ny R
WA FERER] > Aot g T o (HBIE > W s AT AE
MW\ (smart speakers) BE# #EFT R REMI AR ST » BEE ARFES
BEIRF AT HERS > m e N TR
FHAGZ N T e T
B EE)

e N TR pe By A MBS > AR 518 T A M R A
] REL ) o P B 17 AR B A TR (R M — B RAE R
(the personalization-privacy paradox) % 48 1 ## /& (Liao & Sundar,
2021) o —J7 1 > FAM Ay BB R S0 RE AR 95 FRAM 1Y B A48 pHE A 1 A A
%o n— > RATAREE DR B SRR A RE - RINES
W T RS R s BRI E 2 g EHGHE -
A ARG EL - A2 H (human-computer interaction, HCI) L
OIELEGTE— > RS R % > Dl g I E tepz
FVRACAE &5 P AR 2 1 8 1 o filan » FAMBF 5T i i =R v
{EIIRCR > B R GEAE 10 F P S AR MR AL iR 85 2 B S ad sk A P i &
A (Zhang & Sundar, 2019) ‘& AS DA —Fl & ik 19 77 =X 4 P $2 it
TEPEAL RS - REWHERF - HEENE - AP e
N SR

YS ¢ BRI VR v i S — (8 B 5 D5 1) R AR B A4S B U o MRBE A fdk
SE— TR ? &R Fe s RO ?

SS N k2 b A IR AR 1A IR ] > N B B B o At
MAEAEARAL T 2350 MITH B R > &l TR A TH B IR A » 34"
MR FE R BB > IRAE & BB T i [ s S B 2 R AT
JE I SR 5 [ LA R {57 | (Sundar, 2008b) o fR%E & E47 1
H CR4EH o 7687 M A5 R TT o - FRAMAR BB T 9 ZU Ay A R
BURE o FAMAF 2] T WhatsApp $2 HE R BF T 5828 > K EDEEAS T — 1R

AE T EBMAT U ABT o A5t &
RES (R A — BB 5 44T 30N
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YS:

SS

B 7 S B S AE WhatsApp I BT 7S TE B o FRAM 25 B A Lt
B (0 A B SO T ok B BB > AR A8 T 7Bk B
H5Z1Z B (Sundar, Molina, & Cho, 2021) o

e 1 Oy 2R 4 I 3R T ) A Gk A M B BT I - AE
BN > A NEEREWYUETHIEE M > TR E NG TE
WhatsApp I & —4] - &1 > AR E#HBEKELRE > A
A BETF R A ZI AR AR o AL > FRAP TS 25 F 5 9l B ok ME SR
e — R -

FAA — (8T 5% I8 H 2 BH 5 — Fel v] DA 0 AR ] B 300k o
WEMAS O RATZNREZER - MM K88 G
MIEATAZ A > E At T Bl ) — 8 2 2 2 > (RO E N T &
Z R AR B K — B A B A - [F] RIS T AR R VH AR Iy ]
VR o BRI > FRAMT5 225 A e 32 B ) A L3 e LA AR a R
B > BH B AR EE %S (Molina et al., 2021) o
2R 0k 2 1 (A SR R DR AR B I G S5 ¥ o e AL E —WFsE
BRAEAE AR ) — S BRI B SE B R > AARZ] > Pm kA 2 -
ST B i Bt 505 U i W ) B AR AN (e A SR BIR 2
ANEEAE R FAM R B SR > RO 7 AT B (A B B SR IR AR B
o RIS IHERE > IR R ZIRZE 2 - BT
FRAM £ 400 14 B 381 o 22 L FRAM By P AR S B L B o I > B
A M F A — AR KRS > AUER —REEENT T o A
IRFFRAM 3 FE K 5 1 AR Al A T AR AR/ NI 8T F > fE T R I > Al
R

AR NG SR SR AN AR Y A AR B BRRL TR B RN
BAPRGRAGAT » L2 T M o FRAMBTE RE A LA B 0 L FRAM AL
B 2152 o HRrIRM HaeHia B 2 M S > (B4 Sk R fE
EHPEAERN T ASENE - FAARZ RN ERERER - M H
A0 3 v EL T PR AL R o 75 R 2 A1 I FRAM T B 5 2 i AE Hh,
AL PR A AR S S S AR BB E » WHBIRMESE
FiE—Y) e
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a4 FRAM AT OB BCER RS R R R E 2 B R > R
AN AT PR BB B A B RHEE R 2 SR MR - J5 LE B R A f]
BEAE > DL g AR > ] DL R 2 AE AL B A R - (AR
JEEELER T E L R A B R A T R BUR B M R o — LB
L A8 B f S A5 B o P R R 28— e PR e > oA LAt B3 S IR A
T AR RS P > R — Lo B R R B A B A b
fb o BAME 2 > A NEAEE G| ATE Z 145 REEAE 2L s e 6
(B A ) iy B S o SRS S B R e — T B A A
30 A SR 0O HLEE R B A B B LR A A A B R
-

AT oS BUEAIE R R - fE—ERE L - R
AN S A I LB A A R RN B AL TR ST B A A B
A1) B G N A0 A R B R A o DA AR A 4 vk 2 T A OB BE AR I Y
P o FnT DUTE S AE R AR BUAE 2 BT 4F M) > W A e B A b 32
H 7 5 SN ) SBCHEE I RO 3 iy 8 S R S B U T —
g R ) B AL - e PR SRR R A 1 B IR A

H AT > A TR R SRR A B A Rz n M R
TG FERAE o — (R F4 B9 5] 72 5 JFF) B3 /2 (uses and gratifications)
PERIIME AL > T —EA I R > BlanfE R Pek B
W 75 T8 F TR O AE SR AR S ) o TR B T R T I 2
JEME A BB R Y > SRS AFEHATWE > HAEM
WA R S AT F7 2 F D - & {f  Snapchat » 5 £ 8 A & 4 i
FH Facebook ## [1] i Ff] Instagram > 1% & £ f B 45 46 N\ = ¥ Twitter
BRI SCASE- & T HoA AT 358K Pinterest /& £k U LA F- & o %
A - H A AT 8 2] 75 LRk 47 19 07 8 T AR A A AT BT i
R IRE - T S A RE R B SR 0 T S I Y B R T MR B
(modality) ~ 22 4% (interactivity) %655 o & iEE T IR LB —E 2
AT 2 PR - 4 P e R O B A S B 000 Y e m R > TR
2 By [l L 2 2.0] (Uses & Grats 2.0) (Sundar & Limperos,
2010) o —SLBERRHEL G IEAE R U&G 2.0 3 e HE S8 25 i SR 2t
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AR T T IS A9 (0 B 2 o AR > FRAMAE YIRS B W IR AR 1
1% 3 2 B A A BUHT L R & o

YS = A8 G oy P AR 0 B 0 AR 3 2 T o S A e R B ] Ry HH B 22
el Pk i 2

SS: FiEEH LB LI HEIFRAGEHRK R ILIE- %
DHERRIEE TIE16/NR - FARS TEMSMRBE > M2Es T
BB 3 > 2 A/ NS TE— 8 > O —THBE S - —hTHE
A3 E IR — RS o R — B EME BB TAE I - 5 B AR AT
HE o B — I TAE/NHE SRS RENE T — MBI BHERA
758 RS o FASH BB - TAE/NMHZ RIEFE > BN BE
ZBEE - HREN S o kA P AR E

TR Ly > CE IR BT TS A B S A B E o AR

ZHBBAMEZEL > WANREE ~ =R FRAT o IRAESE A Hh 5808 2
— ZK single-malt & - AR 44 F - FRIB B AHE AW — 4 B %
DJ o RAPEKEHEE K > FE= LT 11 BHEE0HE - &%
FIRATEN — eI > FRAREY B — R LR — W B R4 -

YS : HEBAEMEFEREHBCERER o B0 )RR A 2

SS © BPELEAGE > AReE B RARHORAMA o KRB QO AEBE I L
AEY) > AR — L F A E FRFF R HE o A > RIE
A S A AP R S e R D10 1 %) B N ) A e ) () BF 5 o

HZI > FRAM I B — R 38 A0 A IR > 0 FRoAM i 1 A

B R O O EAE B A B A o BLMR]IRE > AT RT R A B B
FETLRE 7 R0 588 K ) SR 43 B RE T IEAE EE SRR ) B SRR o TR
PRAR A Y B A M I T U R e - 3B ) Sy L AL 1Y)
RCRAIE T DA S AH B AL & A TR TN L

RIS - REWMIREFE

Sundar, S. S. (Ed.). (2015). The handbook of the psychology of communication
technology. Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell.
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Media Effects Research in the Age of Artificial Intelligence, Automation, and Algorithms

Academic Dialogue with S. Shyam SUNDAR

Media Effects Research in the Age of Artificial
Intelligence, Automation, and Algorithms:
Insights from a Pioneering Interdisciplinary Scholar

SS: S. Shyam SUNDAR
YS: Yunya SONG
RQ: Ruifeng QIE

YS: What made you become committed to the field of media effects
research? What shaped your path?

SS: I was an engineering student when I was an undergraduate in India,
but I was also very interested in journalism. So, I was concurrently
working as a journalist in print newspapers back in the 1980s. I would
go to engineering school in the morning but spend my afternoon and
evening in a newsroom. Both as an engineer and as a journalist, |
always wondered about users, about how our actions would affect their
experience and how they felt. So that is where I think my intellectual
curiosity with audiences started.

Academically, I think it was when I met Dolf Zillmann during
my master’s studies at the University of Alabama that my journey
began. He turned me on to this whole area of media effects. I
interpreted almost everything in terms of psychological effects, the
tech research that I did about user experience or social responses, or
all the psychology research that I was exposed to—the likes of Amos
Tversky, Al Bandura, David Rummelhart, Robert Zajonc, Lee Ross
and Mark Lepper, whose classes I had the privilege of taking during
my doctoral studies.

I did a minor in psychology during my Ph.D. and used the pure
psych perspective to do tech research. That has been kind of my
inspiration for thinking about media effects in a unique way. I took from
traditional media effects research the whole idea of looking at variables
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and their distinctive effects on particular psychological effects. But |
replaced their variables about messages with technological variables.
That is where my contribution comes in.

You are the pioneer in the field. What do you think your most
significant research accomplishments are? What do you consider
to be your best work and why?

I don’t see myself as a pioneer, but more as an outsider, or maybe
even a maverick. Because I have always wanted to do what most
people in our field did not consider doing. I wanted to focus more on
the medium aspect of media effects rather than on message aspects.
I’d like to think that my most significant accomplishment has been
championing the cause of technological effects and user psychology,
and bridging several disciplines, most especially communication,
psychology, and computer science.

My work has delineated two broad types of technological effects.
The first type has to do with the effects of interface cues, which was
published around thirteen years ago in the form of MAIN Model
(Sundar, 2008a). The second pertains to effects of user actions on the
interface, with a focus on interactivity and customization (Sundar,
2012). So, the idea is that such actions have psychological effects—
what people do or how the audience members (or “users” as we
call them now) interact with the media can change the nature of the
communication itself and all the effects of that communication. These
effects are a direct result of user actions on the interface, not simply
those of cues. In sum, there are two distinct routes forming two
distinct buckets of my research profile. One is the cue route, and the
other is the action route (Sundar et al., 2015). I pull them together in
the Theory of Interactive Media Effects (TIME), which came out six
years ago (Sundar et al., 2015). It is a culmination of different models
that I have been working with and proposed in the preceding twenty
years.

In what ways has the research on media effects changed during
the past decade? What will its future most probably seem like in
the next five, ten, fifty even one hundred years?

In general, I think there is more recognition of medium, instead of the
earlier exclusive interest in message characteristics. The affordances of
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the technologies will make it increasingly possible for each audience
member to have a distinct, unique experience, and therefore there are
unique effects arising from that experience. Focus will be more on
the temporal dynamics of individual user experience rather than on
blanket effects of messages on large masses of people, as was the case
in the old days of mass communication research with its focus on a
large, anonymous homogeneous group. I see media-effects research
becoming much more individual-centered.

Media effects research will be less about the effects of specific
messages and more about how affordances of the medium will
shape individual reception and reaction to those messages that come
through the medium. Thanks to big-data research these days and
computational advancements, our empirical work will be much more
precise. Granular level data are becoming available in large numbers,
and with greater velocity. The implication is that research can be
more specific. In order to make sense of all this, I think we will see a
greater proliferation of homegrown theories about our digital media
experience. We will come up with original theoretical formulations
about specific gratifications and media effects rather than simply
importing broad theories from social psychology.

In the last fifty years of media-effects research, most of the
theories are about message characteristics, almost to the exclusion
of medium features. I think we are going to see more theories that
are about medium itself and the affordances of the technology of that
medium. As we know, psychologists have long studied the effects of
messages, but ignored medium attributes. For psychologists, it has
always been “let us record this message about human action, then
put that in front of kids or the study participants, and then see the
reaction.” But they never stop to consider the fact that it is mediated,
that it is coming through video would make a difference compared
to it being face to face or in real life. We have pretty much imported
this focus on the action in the message. We have mostly talked about
aggression in media, violence in media or health communication or
advertisements, and focus so much on the content, which anyway
psychologists have been studying. So, there is nothing that is distinct
about our work compared to psychologists. What makes us distinct
as a field, I feel, is that we are here to problematize this notion of
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mediation. When mediation happens, how do these things change?
That is kind of focus I think we will see going forth. I feel like we
need more and more of that, and that is what distinguishes us from
psychologists and other social scientists.

YS: Looking back on your academic journey, how would you
position yourself among different disciplines, say social science,
communication, information science, and psychology? Your works
are notable for the application of an interdisciplinary approach
to the study of the affordances of technologies. What are the
challenges that you have experienced in interdisciplinary research?

SS: I am the outsider who comes in and disrupts in a way. Within each
discipline, there is a core that is very conservative and orthodox.
While I respect it, I also keep a distance from the core. In our field,
it has always been a challenge to publish research on the effects of
technology. When you look at any books in communication science or
media effects, the chapter on technology is always toward the end, as
though the editors want to pay lip service to the role of the medium. I
have found myself always having to make a case for technology and
trying to bring that into the mainstream.

It has been a challenge to shake up the status quo. However,
the challenge is important to address because there is great value in
interdisciplinary research. My own work has benefited by leveraging
all the different perspectives from various disciplines. The most
important thing however is to do such interdisciplinary work with
rigor and persistence.

RQ: Part of your research focuses on the social and psychological
effects of a variety of digital media. Recently, your work touched
upon Al-human interaction. What have scholars discovered by
examining the concept of interactivity as it applies to AI? How
does it differ from the dynamics of interactivity for other forms
of digital media? Also, privacy is the buzzword in the Al era.
According to your recent findings, how to handle privacy among
Al-human interaction?

SS: I have a recent publication out in the JCMC (Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication) called HAII-TIME model (Human-
Al interaction) (Sundar, 2020). It is marrying Al research with
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interactivity research. I came up with three different types of
interactivities—Source, Message, and Medium Interactivity (Sundar,
2020). In the world of static websites, message interactivity is the
biggest challenge. The designers had to program all possible questions
from the users and create Q&A loops that provide an appearance of a
conversation that gives a sense of dialogue. If the questions from the
users are not anticipated, the website would not be able to handle it.
But now, chatbots and smart speakers are able to have more intelligent
interpersonal communications. These Al tools can approximate fellow
human beings as natural language processing technologies improve.
We will see more and more Al products that can interact with users
almost as seamlessly as other human beings.

But, for all its advantages, Al technology raises serious concerns
of privacy, which has given rise to concepts like the personalization-
privacy paradox (Liao & Sundar, 2021). On the one hand, we want our
systems personalized to our individual tastes, but on the other hand,
we do not want to compromise our privacy. My lab’s approach is to
resolve this paradox by providing more agency to users. We bring
communication, human-computer interaction (HCI), and psychology
together to find solutions for challenges in human-Al interactions, on
the best way to handle these infractions and provide more agency to
users. For example, we studied the effects of reactive personalization,
which is the idea that the system asks your permission before it
gives you something personalized (Zhang & Sundar, 2019). It won’t
personalize things for you in a covert manner. It will not creep you
out. More importantly, it gives the user control over the interaction.

Another line of research in your recent works looks into fake news
and online sources. Could you share with us your observations?
What is your approach?

People are getting more and more news from their friends rather
than from professional sources. There has been an undervaluation of
professional journalistic sources and overvaluation of your friends
as sources. Our research has also found that a story appearing in a
customized venue is trusted more. The phenomenon is called “self
as source” (Sundar, 2008b). You are defending your domain. We also
have found strong modality effects on believability of news. We got a
grant from WhatsApp and went to India to do a project on the spread
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of fake videos on WhatsApp. We found that fake news was believed
more when it was presented in video modality compared to audio form
or text only (Sundar, Molina, & Cho, 2021).

The traditional way is to teach people to spot fake news through
literacy campaigns. In India, there was street campaigning with
megaphones saying do not believe everything you saw on WhatsApp.
However, people are overwhelmed with online information, and they
cannot be vigilant all the time. So, we need to find technological
solutions to tackle the problem of fake news.

One of our projects is to develop an algorithm that could detect
fake news. While there are many fact-checkers all over the world
checking hundreds of stories every day, a major problem is that fake
news has already spread like wildfire before it is manually fact-
checked, which is also very resource-intensive, in addition to being
time-consuming. Therefore, we need more proactive Al-based tools
that can stop fake news in its tracks and stop it from going viral (Molina
et al., 2021).

More and more research in communication is being conducted
using computational approaches. Some people have criticized this
line of research for preferring to ask questions that are somewhat
basic, not that deep or theoretically motivated. What do you think
of the computational approaches and their status in our field?

It is new across the social sciences, not just in our field. There have
been developments in computational aspects that have been much
more profound than we had even the ability to anticipate. Now, we are
able to get more data about more specific things than our theories even
envisioned. So, as a result, we have a big hammer in our hand but we
only see small nails. Sometimes, we use the hammer to hit those small
nails, expending a lot of effort to get at a minor point.

When you think about it in terms of development of field and
evolution of scholarship, our methods have not just caught up to our
theories but surpassed them. We are now able to see more than we
know what we are looking for. We can only describe what we are
seeing and we still cannot make sense of all the things that are going
on in that petri dish because there are so many unknown organisms or
unknown factors that are playing a role, but have not been accounted
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for by current theories. That is why we need more homegrown theories
that can catch up to the reality that we are able to capture with these
advanced methods and help us make sense of what we are seeing with
new powerful computational approaches.

We now have data access to a lot more phenomena in the world,
so it is not surprising that computational data sciences are mostly
descriptive at this stage. Why and how these phenomena occur
can be explained by more home-grown theories, but first we need
to document all the new things we are able to see with these new
computationally intensive methods. While some scholars have sought
to pursue description of media use and content generally, others have
adopted the strategy of studying each media user over time and still
others have focused on screen changes on our mobile devices. All of
us are, in general, trying to bring more structure to deal with this world
of new data that is inundating us. Simply thinking of all these data as
a means to test theories that some psychologist came up with thirty
years ago is doing a disservice to the richness of currently available
data.

Our theories are quite general whereas these data are very
specific. So, in a way, I would not blame the computational sciences
for being atheoretical. I would blame the existing theories for not
being sufficiently nuanced or detailed for us to be able to entertain
this level of granularity in data. So, I foresee that in the next few
years and decades, there will be a meeting of the two—the granularity
of available data will inspire theorists to theorize about certain
phenomena at that level. Data will then fit the theory better.

Right now, we have granular data and general theory, and the fit
is not great. A simple example is the research tradition of uses and
gratifications, which has historically had very broad labels, such as
information, escapism, and surveillance, that is true for pretty much
all our online media activities. I find these broad gratifications deeply
unsatisfying when applied to modern digital media because they do
not explain why many adolescents use Snapchat, or why people switch
from Facebook to Instagram, or why some people prefer textual
platforms like Twitter while others prefer more visual platforms like
Pinterest. For me, those kinds of questions can be answered only if
we take into account some of the newer gratifications that emerge
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from the newer aspects of these technologies, relating to modality,
interactivity and so on. That is what motivated me to come up with a
whole new suite of gratifications related to such specific affordances
of modern media technologies, which we call Uses & Grats 2.0 (Sundar
& Limperos, 2010). Several data scientists are using the U&G 2.0
framework to study uses and gratifications of current-day media at a
granular level. So, in sum, I feel the urgent need for more sophisticated
theorizing in order to effectively leverage the power of emerging
computational sciences.

How do you balance your time? How do you deal with several
challenges that come up at the same time?

I usually get to work at 8 a.m. By the time I sign off for the day, it is
midnight. This happens at least on a couple of days a week. Those are
my 16-hour days. And they are not for meeting any deadlines. Those
hours are to get small increments of work done so that they can all add
up to something—a study, grant proposal, or paper. I am a big believer
in chunking work and making steady progress toward a goal. Having a
bit of public accountability in the form of a weekly lab-group meeting
is a good way to ensure that you are organized. I always joke that lab-
group is to research what the mafia is to crime—both are organized!

I also believe that in order to keep us productive in academic
work, we must have a rich non-academic life. I have a lot of passions
outside of work, including cooking, hiking, and traveling. I run a
single-malt whisky club in my city. I am a Jazz DJ for a local radio
station. I go into the studio once a week and broadcast my show from
9 a.m. to 11 a.m. every Wednesday. Whenever I travel to a city, one of
the first things that I do is to find a jazz club.

What advice would you give to students and young scholars about
their careers?

For students, the most important thing is intellectual curiosity. Finding
what you are passionate or curious about rather than doing something
that seems fashionable. I would also suggest that you focus rigorously
on your interests and conduct theoretically driven research.

Right now, we are in an exciting time, especially as our media
platforms and media reception patterns are changing dramatically.
At the same time, the unprecedented access to data and powerful
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computing ability to analyze the data are revolutionizing the scientific
process. I would urge future students to seize this opportunity and
generate new insights into the effects of emerging media and their
roles in our lives and society.

Selected Works by S. Shyam Sundar

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for

S. Shyam Sundar’s selected works.
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