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Abstract
       This study examines how individuals understand, encounter, and respond to political messages and influence across different forms of media. It focuses on the relationship between political communication, entertainment media, and audience interpretation, particularly in the context of increasing digital and social media use. A qualitative research approach was used, involving interviews with five participants aged 19–30 from Myanmar and Thailand. Participants were shown an image depicting a television-headed figure controlling a crowd while itself being controlled by a hand and were asked five open-ended questions concerning their interpretation of the image, political media platforms, entertainment and political messaging, personal experiences of media influence, and strategies for evaluating misleading information. The responses were analyzed thematically, producing two main themes: “How Media Shapes People’s Views on Politics” and “Questioning What We See in Media.” The first theme showed that participants recognized media as an influential source of political and social understanding, extending beyond traditional political content to entertainment, lifestyles, and broader cultural messages. The second theme demonstrated that participants were also aware of the potential for media to exaggerate, present selective perspectives, or spread misleading information. Several participants described practices such as checking original sources, comparing different perspectives, researching further, and reflecting before forming conclusions. The findings therefore suggest that media influence is not a one-directional process. While media can shape political perceptions and communicate political values through both explicit and entertainment-based content, audiences may actively interpret, question, and evaluate the messages they encounter. Given the small sample and limited geographical scope, the findings are exploratory rather than generalizable.

[bookmark: _Toc240571950]Introduction
       Media plays an important role in how people encounter, interpret, and understand political and social issues. Political messages are no longer limited to traditional forms of communication such as newspapers, television news, and speeches from political figures. Across different time periods, political ideas and social values have also been communicated through popular culture and entertainment, including films, music, television programs, literature, games, and other forms of entertainment. With the development of digital media, social media and online platforms have created additional spaces where political information, opinions and entertainment can exist alongside one another. This makes the relationship between media and politics more complex, as people may encounter political messages even when the content they consume is primarily intended as entertainment. Research has shown that entertainment media can contribute to how audiences learn about, think about, and engage with political issues, suggesting that entertainment and political communication are not always completely separate (Delli Carpini, 2014). In addition, politically relevant entertainment can encourage audiences to reflect on social and political issues and seek further information about the topics presented to them(Bartsch & Schneider, 2014).
       The image selected for this study represents the relationship between media, influence, and power. It shows a television-headed figure controlling a crowd like puppets, while a hand above appears to control the television-headed figure itself. The image therefore raises questions about who creates media messages, how these messages may influence audiences, and how audiences respond to the information they receive. However, people do not necessarily understand or respond to the same media message in the same way. This makes individual interpretation important when examining the relationship between media and political influence. Therefore, this study explores the following research question: 
How do people understand, encounter, and respond to political messages and influence across different forms of media?

[bookmark: _Toc240571951]Methods
       This study used qualitative interviews to explore how individuals interpret and respond to political messages and media influence. Five participants between the ages of 19 and 30 from Myanmar and Thailand participated in the study. Each participant was shown the same selected image and asked five open-ended questions. These questions explored their initial interpretation of the image, the media platforms they commonly associate with political content, whether entertainment can communicate political values or ideologies, whether political media has influenced their own views, and whether they had experienced believing information from media that they later discovered was inaccurate or misleading. 
       Open-ended questions were used to give participants the opportunity to describe their personal opinions and experiences in their own words instead of limiting their answers to predetermined choices. After all responses were collected, they were reviewed and compared to identify repeated ideas and similarities among participants. These recurring patterns were grouped through thematic analysis into two main themes: “How Media shapes people’s views on politics” and “Questioning what we see in Media”. These themes were then used to organize the interview findings presented in the Results section. 
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       The interview responses revealed two main themes concerning participants’ perceptions of political media: (1) How media shapes people’s views on politics and (2) Questioning what we see in media. The first theme highlights participants’ recognition of the influence media can have on political and social perceptions, while the second focuses on participants’ efforts to critically evaluate and verify the information they encounter.
Theme 1: How Media Shapes People’s Views on Politics
       Four interviewees (1, 2, 4, and 5) discussed the role of media in shaping people’s political views and understanding of social issues. Their responses suggested that participants viewed media as more than a source of entertainment, recognizing its ability to influence how individuals perceive political and social realities.
       Interviewee 1 directly emphasized this influence, stating that “Media has a strong role in shaping people’s opinions.” Similarly, Interviewee 2 noted that “Media is not just for entertainment. It can also shape the way people understand political and social issues.” This indicates that participants recognized that media can contribute to how people interpret issues beyond explicitly political content.
       Interviewee 4 further suggested that media influence can occur through the “ideas, lifestyles and messages” presented to audiences. This broadens the understanding of political influence beyond direct political reporting, suggesting that the content and values presented through media may also affect people’s perceptions.
       Interviewee 5 focused more specifically on the relationship between media and political power, describing media as “dictated by people with power.” This response reflects a concern about the influence of powerful actors over media and the potential implications this may have for the information audiences receive.
      Overall, the responses under this theme demonstrate that four interviewees perceived media as having an important role in shaping opinions, understanding, and perceptions of political and social issues.

Theme 2: Questioning What We See in Media
       Four interviewees (1, 2, 3, and 4) emphasized the importance of critically evaluating information encountered through media. Rather than accepting political information immediately, participants described different approaches to questioning, researching, and verifying what they saw.
       Interviewee 1 explained, “I don’t always change my opinion immediately because I prefer to think about the information first.” This suggests that the participant approaches political information with some degree of reflection before allowing it to affect their existing views.
       Similarly, Interviewee 2 expressed concern about the reliability of political information on social media, stating that it “can be misleading” and that they should “check the original source before believing it.” This highlights source verification as one strategy participants use when encountering potentially unreliable information.
       Interviewee 3 described a process of comparing perspectives, stating, “I always research both sides first and then come to my conclusion second. I try not to jump to conclusions.” This response demonstrates an emphasis on considering multiple perspectives before forming a judgment.
      Interviewee 4 also questioned the completeness of media representations, observing that “media exaggerates situations or presents only one side, so full truth may not be clear.” This reflects concerns about selective or exaggerated presentation and the possibility that audiences may not receive a complete picture of an issue.
       Overall, the responses indicate that participants were aware that political media may be incomplete, misleading, exaggerated, or influenced by particular perspectives. Four interviewees therefore described approaches such as reflection, checking original sources, researching multiple perspectives, and avoiding immediate conclusions when engaging with political media.
[bookmark: _Toc240571953]Discussion
       The findings suggest that media can influence political understanding not only through direct political news but also through entertainment and everyday media consumption. The two themes, “How Media Shapes People’s Views on Politics” and “Questioning What We See in Media,” show two sides of media influence. Participants recognized that media can shape political and social perceptions, but they also described ways of questioning and checking the information they encounter. This connects directly to the research question of how people understand, encounter, and respond to political messages across different forms of media. The visual evidence supports this relationship between media, power, and audiences. The image shows a television-headed figure controlling a crowd, while another hand appears to control the television itself. This connects with Interviewee 5’s statement that media can be “dictated by people with power,” suggesting that political communication involves not only the audience receiving information but also the people and institutions that influence what information is presented.
       Interviewee 5’s reference to “bread and circuses” provides an important historical comparison. The concept is associated with Ancient Rome, where food and public entertainment were connected to the relationship between political authorities and the population. Roman spectacles, including gladiatorial games, were not simply entertainment; they could also function as important public and political spaces. Sumi (2021) explains that spectators at Roman spectacles could collectively respond to political authorities and communicate their opinions. This means that entertainment should not automatically be understood as a tool that simply makes people passive. Instead, entertainment can create a relationship between authorities, audiences, and political power. The idea of bread and circuses can be connected to modern entertainment because people may spend significant amounts of attention on films, television, celebrity culture, games, and social media while political information exists alongside this content. Prior (2005) argues that increased media choice can create differences in political knowledge because people can choose between news and entertainment according to their preferences. This supports Interviewee 5’s point that entertainment can potentially distract audiences from political issues. However, it is important not to assume that entertainment always prevents political engagement.
       Entertainment can also communicate political ideas without appearing to be political. Holbert (2005) identifies entertainment television as an important area of political communication research because entertainment programs can have sociopolitical effects. More recent experimental research also found that political messages presented through both news and fictional formats could influence political attitudes (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2021). This supports the first theme because political influence can occur through content that audiences may initially approach as entertainment rather than political information. At the same time, the second theme shows that participants were not completely passive audiences. Interviewees 1, 2, 3, and 4 described checking original sources, researching different perspectives, and avoiding immediate conclusions. This is important because media influence does not necessarily mean that everyone receives a message and responds to it in the same way. Bartsch and Schneider (2014) found that some forms of entertainment can actually stimulate political interest and information-seeking, showing that entertainment can encourage audiences to become more politically engaged rather than simply distracting them.
      Overall, the visual evidence, interview responses, and existing research suggest that media influence is more complex than simple political control. Media can shape what people notice, how they understand political issues, and which ideas they encounter. Entertainment can also communicate political values or attract attention away from political information, connecting with Interviewee 5’s reference to “bread and circuses.” However, audiences can actively question, compare, and verify media messages. Therefore, in answer to the research question, people encounter political influence through both direct political communication and everyday entertainment, while their responses depend on how they interpret and critically evaluate the media they consume.
[bookmark: _Toc240571954]Conclusion
       This study looked at how people understand and respond to political messages in different types of media. Five people from Myanmar and Thailand were interviewed. The results show that the media can influence people in two main ways.
       First, many participants believed that the media affects how people think about political and social issues. This influence does not only come from news. It can also come from Entertainment, such as films or lifestyle content which carries certain ideas and values. Second, participants also showed that they do not simply accept everything they see in the media. Many of them said they check information, compare different sources, and think carefully before forming an opinion. This shows that audiences are not always passive. They can be active and critical when they receive political information.
       The image used in the interviews, which showed a television controlling a crowd while being controlled by a hand, helped participants think about power and control in the media. One participant's comment about "bread and circuses" connected this idea to history, showing that entertainment and political power have been linked for a long time.
      Overall, the findings suggest that the relationship between media and political understanding is complex. The media can shape people's ideas, but people can also question and evaluate what they see. This matches earlier research showing that entertainment can carry political meaning, and that audiences often respond to media in an active way. Because the sample size was small and limited to two countries, the results cannot be applied to everyone. Future studies could include more participants from different backgrounds and also look at newer media forms to better understand how political ideas spread through media today.
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Interview Questionnaires 
1. Where are you from?
2. How old are you?
3. What is your gender?
4. When you first look at this image, what message do you think it is trying to communicate?
5. Which type of media or platform do you most commonly associate with political content?
6. Do you think entertainment such as films, music, tv, celebrity culture, games, or social media can communicate political values or ideologies even when it does not appear explicitly political? Why or why not?
7. Have you consumed any political media or content? If so, did it influence or change your previous views on any political topic?
8. “Have you ever believed something because of media influence, only to find out later that it wasn’t actually true? Can you give an example?”
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How old are you?
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1. When you first look at this image, what message do you think it is trying to communicate?

5 responses

it describes the bitter truth about the media in most countries that it is and always have been dictated by
people with power

I think the image shows that media has a strong role in shaping people's opinions.
Billionaires controlling media as propaganda for the common people
passing information and communication

To me, the image suggests that media is not just for entertainment. It can also shape the way people
understand political and social issues.
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4. Have you consumed any political media or content? If so, did it influence or change your previous
views on any political topic?

Sresponses

i feel like no matter how old i get, i'd always lean a bit on the left so nothing would rly influence me
Yes, | have watched and read political content online. Sometimes it gives me new information and different
points of view. However, | don't always change my opinion immediately because I prefer to think about the
information first.

1ry to keep in touch with the news cycle and the current political climate of the world, yes it has

Yes. It has influenced my views and made me want to learn more about these

Yes have seen political content mainly on social media and news platforms. It sonetimes influenced and
changed my previous views on some political topic.
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3. Do you think entertainment such as films, music, tv, celebrity culture, games, or social media can
communicate political values or ideologies even when it does not appear explicitly political? Why or
why not?

5 responses

yes i do because when we look back at the world's history, we can see that the ancient rome has used the
same exact political strategy known as bread and circuses where they keep the public distracted from
poverty or corruption by food and entertainment. The history has taught us this much so, i believe this isn't
new.

Yes, I think they can. Entertainment can show different ideas about society, culture, gender, freedom, and
social issues. Even when something is not directly political, it can stillinfluence how people understand
certain issues.

Yes all art is political

yes. People can be influenced by the ideas,lifestyles, and messages they see

Yes, | think entertainment can communicate political ideas indirectly. For example, a movie or song can talk
‘about equality, freedom, or social problems without actually saying that it is political
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2. Which type of media o platform do you most commonly associate with political content?

S responses

telegram, youtube

1 mostly associate political content with social media platforms such as TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, and
YouTube because political news and opinions can spread very quickly there.

Every
facebook

Especially TV programs & social media contents sponsored by government.
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5. "Have you ever believed something because of media influence, only to find out later that it
wasn't actually true? Can you give an example?”

Sresponses

No. Because they're bad liars.

Yes. | have sometimes believed information | saw on social media because it was shared by many people.
Later, | found out that some details were incorrect or misleading. It taught me that | should check reliable
sources before believing or sharing information.

T'm always research both sides first and then come to my conclusions second. I try not to jump to
conclusions— unless a massacre of innocent civilians are involved , then it's a no brainer that | will be
opposed to the oppressors

Yes. media exaggerates situations or presents only one side, so the full truth may not be clear.

Yes, | experienced it. | once saw a political post on Facebook claiming that a politician had made a certain
statement during an interview. Many people were commenting about it, so | believed it was real. Later, |
watched the original interview and realized that the post had taken the statement out of context. It taught me
that political information on social media can be misleading, so I should check the original source before
believing it
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