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Preface

Welcome to the third edition of Media Today: An Introduction to Mass
Communication. Media Today stems from my concern that students in the intro-
ductory course need to be exposed to a fuller, more realistic view of the exciting,
changing world of media in the new century. This innovative and up-to-date third
edition reveals the forces that guide the creation, distribution, and exhibition of
media systems; places the Internet and digital media as organic parts of those media
systems; and actively challenges students to see and hear their favorite media prod-
ucts in genuinely new ways.

A Cutting-Edge, Real-World Approach to
Studying Mass Communication

Media Today is the product of over three decades of teaching the introductory
course, talking to colleagues around the country about course trends and issues,
and writing about mass media industries and issues in the scholarly and popular
press. The hope is that readers will become critical, media literate consumers of
mass media and, if they go on to work in mass media industries, more alert, sen-
sitive practitioners. The book presents a cutting-edge, real-world approach to the
contemporary media system and its issues without wrenching the instructor from
the familiar flow of topics in the basic course.
The third edition of Media Today is built around four distinct concepts:

A media systems approach

Unique insights into media trends

Emphasis on the centrality of digital convergence
A media literacy goal

Let’s take a look at each:

A Media Systems Approach

Unlike other texts for the introductory course, the third edition of Media Today
takes a media systems approach out of the conviction that the best way to engage
students is to reveal the forces that guide the creation, distribution and exhibition
of news, information, entertainment, education, and advertising with media sys-
tems. Then, once they begin to understand the ways these systems operate, stu-
dents will be able to interact with the media around them in new ways.

The key to this unique approach is this: What fundamentally separates mass
communication from other forms of communication is neither the size of the audi-
ence (it could be large or small) nor the use of technology (mediated communica-
tion can be mass or interpersonal). Rather, what distinguishes mass communication
is the industrialized, or mass production, process that is involved in creating and
circulating the material. It is this industrial process that generates the potential for
reaching millions (even billions) of diverse anonymous people at around the same



time (say, through televising the Olympic games). The third edition of Media Today
uses this production-based approach to scrutinize the media, in order to show stu-
dents how the industrial nature of the process is central to the definition of mass
communication.

The text introduces the media as an interconnected system of industries—not
as totally separate from one another. Of course, an introductory text can’t begin
with a sophisticated exploration of boundary blurring. Students have to first under-
stand the nature of the mass communication process. They must become aware that
taking a mass communication perspective on the world means learning to see the
interconnected system of media products that surrounds them every day in new
ways.

Chapters 1 through 4 introduce this notion of interconnected news as they
explore the nature of the mass communication process, the business of media, soci-
ety’s formal and informal controls on media, and research on media effects and cul-
ture. Chapters 7 through 16 emphasize this industrial process, beginning with an
overview of each industry, and then moving through production, distribution and
exhibition, taking time to discuss relevant issues and controversies along the way.

Unique Insights Into Media Trends

Chapter 5: A World of Blurred Media Boundaries is unique among introductory
media texts, and introduces students to the general media environment by taking
a close look at the six trends that are guiding today’s media environment:

Media fragmentation

Audience segmentation

Distribution of products across media boundaries
Globalization

Conglomeration

Digital convergence

Chapter 6: Understanding the Strategies of Media Giants builds upon students’
new understanding of these six guiding trends through vivid case studies that exam-
ine how three of the largest media firms—News Corporation, Disney, and
Google—are responding to these trends across media, and how their strategies are
influencing all media industries. Students are then equipped with the media liter-
acy skills and knowledge about the “big picture” to consider and explore ten indi-
vidual media industries—from books (Chapter 7) to public relations (Chapter 16).

Emphasis on the Centrality of Digital Convergence

This edition of Media Today takes full account of one of the most important devel-
opments of our time: the rise of digital media, including the Internet, video games,
MP3 players, and mobile phones, and their convergence—that is, their intercon-
nection and blurring—with each other and with traditional mass media such as
newspapers, magazines, and analog television. It used to be that an introductory
mass communication text could nod to new-media developments by concentrat-
ing them in a chapter on the Internet and maybe one on video games. That is no
longer enough.

It is today simply impossible to write about workings of the newspaper, televi-
sion, magazine, recording, movie, television, advertising, and public relations indus-
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tries without taking into account fundamental changes being wrought by websites,
blogs, email, MP3 files, and multimedia streams. Consequently, the reader will find
that every chapter incorporates digital-media developments into the main flow of
the material.

Chapter 1: Understanding Mass Media and the Importance of Media Literacy
announces from its very first line—“Your TV is ringing”— that this book will cover
a wide variety of media in ways that highlight the clash between the new and the
old. Chapter 2: Making Sense of the Media Business’s introduction to the business
aspects of the media shows how Internet activities—like those involved with broad-
cast television and newspapers—can be illuminated through the categories of pro-
duction, distribution, and exhibition. Chapter 3: Formal and Informal Controls
on Media Content’s discussion of formal and informal controls on media content,
and Chapter 4: Making Sense of Research on Media Effects and Media Culture’s
discussion of the history of media research on key social issues, cover topics related
to the Internet and other digital vehicles alongside topics relating to traditional
media. Chapter 5: A World of Blurred Media Boundaries’ introduction to the blur-
ring of media boundaries and Chapter 6: Understanding the Strategies of Media
Giants’s close examination of the cross-media strategies of major media firms place
digital changes at the center of corporate activities—developments that Chapter 6
underscores with a section devoted to Google’s activities on the web and across
many other platforms.

This emphasis on the centrality of digital convergence is carried through each
of the ten chapters on the individual media industries (Chapters 7 through 16).
Chapter 8: The Newspaper Industry introduces students to the opportunities and
challenges of the online, on-mobile, 24/7 organizational environment that has been
emerging. Similarly, much of Chapter 10: The Recording Industry centers on the
transformation that is taking place around digital music. Chapter 14: The Internet
and Video Game Industries describes unique characteristics of the web domain and
of the digital-gaming environment.

A Media Literacy Goal

The overarching goal of the third edition of Media Today is to help students become
media literate members of society. Being media literate involves applying critical
thinking skills to the mass media, and finding meanings beneath the
surface of movies, ads, and other types of content. It also involves reasoning clearly
about controversies that may involve the websites students use, the mobile devices
they carry, the TV shows they watch, the music they hear, the magazines they
read, and much more. It means becoming a more aware and responsible citizen—
parent, voter, worker—in our media-driven society.

The aim of Media Today, third edition, is to help students become critical con-
sumers who seriously examine the mass media’s roles in their lives and in the greater
culture, without making them totally cynical and distrustful of all mass media. The
text helps students think in an educated manner about the forces that shape the
media and their relationships with them so that they will become media literate
citizens who are:

Knowledgeable about the influences that guide media organizations
Up-to-date on political issues relating to the media

Sensitive to the ethical dimensions of media activities
Knowledgeable about scholarship regarding media effects



Media Today encourages and develops these skills and attributes as it presents
students with a realistic, cutting-edge picture of the changing media world
in the new century. It reinforces and develops student media literacy skills in
every chapter of the text, through unique chapter-ending sections applying media
literacy to the issues of the chapter.

Media Today’s Features

A number of valuable features—including boxes and end-of-chapter materials—
appear in each chapter to enhance students’ exploration and enjoyment of the
third edition of Media Today.

Engaging, Up-to-Date Feature Boxes Provide
Students Perspective and Interest

These 65 boxed features have been completely updated throughout the book to
address the latest issues, trends, and developments in today’s media environment.
Topics include controversies in video game ratings systems (World View box,
Chapter 3), advertising on social networking sites like MySpace.com and
Facebook.com (Culture Today box, Chapter 6), digital television conversion
(Culture Today box, Chapter 13), the rising tide of celebrity journalism (Culture
Today box, Chapter 16), and much, much more.

New! Culture Today boxes: explore current, often controversial issues in today’s
media-rich environment. Boxes encourage a media literacy approach by asking
students to consider the role that mass media play in shaping and reflecting our
culture.

Updated! Critical Consumer boxes: challenge students to think critically about
controversies they encounter in the films and TV shows they watch, the music they
listen to, and the books, newspapers, and magazines they read. Boxes prompt stu-
dents to explore the effects and implications of mass media on individuals and on
society as a whole.

Updated! Tech & Infrastructure boxes: help students demystify mass media
technologies by explaining how they work, helping students understand their role
in the production, distribution, and exhibition of content across media outlets and
around the world.

Updated! World View boxes: focus on the global aspects of mass media systems
and provide an up-to-date, international perspective on the availability and social
implications of media throughout the world.

Updated! Is It Ethical? boxes: use vivid, current, real-world examples to discuss
issues of ethics in increasingly competitive industry environments.

Updated! Media Profile boxes: take an in-depth look at biographies of media
people—both historical and current—with a special emphasis on diversity. Boxes
feature profiles of media practitioners, critics, institutional leaders, and others.
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Updated! Media Research boxes: introduce students to practical aspects of real-
world media research and discuss the impact of research findings. Emphasis is
placed on the importance and influence of historical and ongoing media research.

Rich and Diverse Chapter-Ending Materials and Exercises
Give Students an Opportunity to Test and Explore What
They've Learned

These valuable end-of-chapter materials are designed to challenge students to
think critically and to build their media literacy skills.

Updated! Questions for Critical Thinking and Discussion: challenge students
to consider the “big picture” impact of what they’ve learned in each chapter and
to apply their knowledge to contemporary debates about the media.

New! Questions for Constructing Medla Literacy: ask students to think about
how THEY use the media.

New! Case Studies: ask students to research the media they consume regularly
in their everyday lives (say, for instance a magazine of their choosing), exploring
in depth how mass media move through the production, distribution, and exhibi-
tion processes.

Updated! Online Chapter Review and Study Guide: provides students with a
way to recap what they’ve read in a chapter, or to review for an upcoming exam.

New! Internet Resources: connect students to relevant websites to guide them
to learn more about the topics discussed in each chapter.

Updated! Key Terms: highlight the important terms introduced in each chapter,

which can also be found in the marginal glossary, or reviewed through interactive
flash cards on the Media Today student website.

Media Today’s Ancillary Package

A full array of new ancillary materials supplementing these book-based features—
including a companion DVD and rich online resources for instructors and stu-
dents—make teaching the course, and being a student in it, especially rewarding.

For Students Student Website at
www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday

The student website features content-rich assets to help students expand their
knowledge, update their text, study for exams, and more! Features include:

Dynamic self-quizzes for each book chapter: help students test their knowl-
edge and prepare for exams.

Interactive Key Termss flashcards: provide students with a fun way to review
important terms and definitions.



Chapter summaries and study guides: recap the key points and themes of
each chapter.

Study Podcasts audio chapter summaries: allow students to recap each chap-
ter and study on the go! These free podcasts can be downloaded directly from
the Media Today website and are playable on any MP3 audio device.
Media Today internship and career guide: offers students information and
job listings to get started in a career in media.

Internet Resources: direct students to key media websites for further study
and the latest news on media industries.

Regularly updated author blog Media Today and Tomorrow: connects stu-
dents to the most recent developments, controversies, and trends in mass
media, and offers a forum for critical discussion with the author.

For Instructors Instructors Website at
www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday

The password-protected instructor provides complete instructor support in the
form of:

Complete, online, and downloadable Instructor’s Manual: written by Harry
Haines of Trinity University (both in PDF and Word formats) summarizes
key learning objectives of each chapter and provides a rich selection of web-
site features to help students expand their knowledge, update their text, study
for exams, and more!

Extensive test bank: provides multiple-choice, true—false, and fill-in-the-
blank questions for exams for each chapter.

PowerPoint presentations: offer lecture outlines for each chapter, along with
a set of slides for every figure in the text.

Regularly updated author blog Media Today and Tomorrow: suggests new
lecture starters and classroom discussion topics pulled from today’s media
headlines.

Media Today Companion DVD

Packaged with every copy of Media Today, the companion DVD includes audio
and video examples keyed to each chapter of the book. Historical clips—includ-
ing early sound recordings, silent films, and television—provide rich background
context and illuminate examples discussed in the text, while excerpts from criti-
cal documentaries about the media produced by the Media Education
Foundation allow students to see media literacy in action.

Key Readings in Media Today (ISBN 13: 978-0-415-99205-3)

Edited by Brooke Erin Duffy and Joseph Turow, this exciting new student-friend-
ly anthology brings together 31 of the most important historical and contempo-
rary writings on media, technology, and culture to help students make sense of
the rapidly changing media environment. Designed to supplement Media Today
and enrich students’ understanding of key issues and controversies in twenty-
first-century media, Key Readings in Media Today presents works of media crit-
icism drawn from the academic and popular press on each of the media indus-
tries profiled in Media Today. This anthology can be packaged with Media Today
or purchased separately.
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A Visual Tour of Media Today

NDERSTANDING MASS MEDIA AND
THE IMPORTANCE OF MEDIA LITERAC

Learning objectives

Each chapter begins with a
set of clearly defined goals
to make the point of the
chapter clear to the student
from the outset.
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Wieac wedtia camtrols the

Discussion quotes

Provocative quotes from

media figures draw

attention to key ideas and

spark discussion.

=Yaur TV is ringing.”
Maybe you saw the Verizon ad thar shows a cell-
phone with a TV anached to it—pointing ou thar
you can talk on the phone and watch TV at the same
rime, on one piece of equipment. If you saw it you
might have said, =cool, or =1 want tha,” or “whar
a ridicubous thing eo do,” But Verizon could have
fone further, The ad could have pointed out thar
some of the company’s cellphones also ket you watch
movies, play video games, download and lisren 1w
music, and read 2 newspaper or magazine.
i exciting ime 10 sudy mas communica-
tion. None of the activities described above could
have been arempeed on a eellphone (call it a molsile
device) juss a few years ago, They raise questions
about the impact that these and other rechnologies
will have on us, our sociery. and the conrens of TV,
mivies, videogames, music, ewspapers, magazines,
and movie companies. In fac, the transformaions.
are so grear that you have the opportunity 1o knoew

media habirs, How chose do you come to the average
32 hawirs @ week {about 4.5 hours @ day) of televi-
sion thar Americans view on the eraditional TV ser
s well as online? What about radio? Stsdies supgest
thar Ansericans listen 1o around 15 hours 4 week of
radio in the regular broadcast mode, via saellite
channels or from their online foeds, Do vou do thae,
or do you imstead listen to recorded music on your
iPod or on your MP3 or €D player? Studies show
thar Americans spend an average of abour 3.5 hours
a week with recorded music, but college students
undoubaedly do more of it. And what about your
vime reading books, newspapers and magazines?
Data show thar on average Americans spend about
# hours a week with onc or another of these, bath
their printed versions and their websites. Just o few
years ago, media such as selevision, redio, books
and newspapers seemed pretty separate. It was clear
what content from each medium looked or sounded

like, and it would have been foolish to suggess that

more than expents, o challenge wradi-
vl thinking, ind to encourage fresh public dis-
cussinns abour media and sociery,

Consider the mass media menu that Americans
Bave woday. Instead of thice or four TV channels,
mast Americans receive mare than fifty and a sub-
stantial number receive one bundred and fify and
mare. Radio in urban areas delivers doaens of sta-
o satellite radio brings in hundreds more, and
music steeaiming on the Web—somerimes called
Ireternet radio—is carried out by countless broadeast
and non-broadeast entities, The advent of bome com-
puters, VCRs, CI players, DVDs, and DBS has
brought far more channels of sight
and sounds into people’s lives than
ever before. 50 has the Internes and
the Workd Wide Wb, the consputer
network thar Americans use o
imberact with information, news and
entertainment from all over the
nation and the world,

Research  indicares  thar
Americans typically spend an enor-
mious amount of tme with mass.
media,! Think about your own

paper articles and television programs would
show up on the same channel. Today, with the rise
of new compurer technologies thar we will explain
in the coming pages, this ~foolishuess” is exactly
what has happened. The access people have on the
Internet to coment from different rypes of media is

that has traditionally heen
confined to one medium appears on mubtiple media
channds.

The media of mass communication, then, are an
integzral part of our lives, occurring in o wide variety
af settings. In this chapter, we will explare and define
communication, medu, and cul-
rure, and we will consader how the
relationships among them affect us
and the world in which we live, We
will also consider why. the term
Miass commanication remains rele-
vant in the wenry-first century,
cortrary to what some writers say.
I facu, the changes taking place in
the media spstem actually make
rethought and redefined versson of

the term more important than ever.

Chapter openings

Engaging stories connect
the student’s daily

interactions with media to

key concepts introduced
and issues raised in each
chapter.



Catch Phrases

Have you ever consi v

1elevision shows, songs, and advertisements become social
cumancy, phrases that people use with one anather to
shaw that they ate “in"? Saveral years age, conversations
ware frequantly peppered with the quips, “You're fired!”
and “That's hot™ made popular by reality TV stars Donald

Trump and Paris Hiftan, respectively.

Catch pheases can come from a variety of media sources.
During the 1984 pressdantial campaign, Walter Mondale
asked his Democratic rval Gary Hart. “Whare's the beef?”
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when ha wanted 1o guestion his eppanent’s polit
MMNW'MWMdM#m Rt ONsuUMER
there was widespraad use of this phrase, which . J

from a Wendy's hamburger chain television comme
Orthaer examples of catch phrases include Homer Sin
ublguitous "D'oh”; "Bringing sexy back” from
Timbeslake's 1 single: “I'm kind of & big deal; s farmy
from the 2004 comedy Anchorman: The Legend

Friadam o the press, issues of secunty snd concinms st
school image are bumping inta oni ancther as more and
more high schoal joumalism classes publish thes Dagers
onlnw. School sdminisirators that have alowed theit stu-
dents a lot of leeway when producing paperbound news

Eshing the June msus of theil fewipiosr The Freelancer.
According to studenta, the ban was as i form of retribution
for their May issus, which included a feature oo students’
antitudes toward sim. Some students considered pursuing
legal action wrder & Califorma lew protecting student jour-
naiiszs, hing has Heen filed 10 cate. in & simiar vain,

oyberjoumaksm

Mast of the restrictions have 16 do with publishing the last
names of students, o their namas rext to their photos.

during the spring of 2007 the student newsosoer at 51
Francis High School in Minnesota was taken offine atter it
L

iinisteatare cair they feared the nhntn minht he nffan_

Informative boxed features

Boxed features enhance the student’s
exploration and enjoyment of every
chapter by exploring current, and
sometimes controversial, trends and
issues in the media world today.

—

Administratons wory that the wida reach
means that some stakers may collect the
108 with the inteetion 19 8o ham, They alsd
Fecerst Echucation Flecords Privecy Act. anadl
s what Vel newspapan mary rmveal sbout
Bacaizsn of the Insemer's resch le bayond |

Sorne champions of stadent gufmalnm we
administitors will go beyond concer sbou
whart Vel Frwagapars can weite about. Adi

Self-regulation or Market Pressure:

the Imus Case

You mary recall tha controversy That sureueded rado talk-
show hoat Don imus m 2007 aker he made daparaging
comemants soout the Ruigars Unheesity women's basket:
ball peaen, A week after the incdent, MSNBC announced
that i would drop its telecast of his imus i the Moming

quite
10 alumini s logisiators wha e sway fro
fity. Worrad about thaw image and the poli
sdminiatraions may use their ight 1o exercis
23 3 way 10 kadp Studeets’ critical comme
widdy riulatig

Such was the case a1 Calfomia’s La Sern
‘whate in 2006, student joumaksts were ba

CBS mace pubhe 13 doc-
ko 1o frn I

Civl righta activist Reverend Jessa Jackson deciared
CBS's dismissal of imus as ~s victory for pubiic deconcy”
Ha continusd, “Ho one should use The puble airwaves 1o
sranemit racial o sexual dogradation* Jacksors santiment
raflocted & sanse e Wi in tha sall.roguisnery pevears of
the media

ot ol everyone was convinced that this sell-regulation
stemmod from 1he brosdcasters’ othical Conacousness
Iratoad, some bakeved that the bioaccasters’ decision 1o
cancel Imus's mdko progeam was prompoed by disappoovst
from markaters

AL Inast sight advertisess—among tham corporats babe-
maths

Procter & Gambie, and Amarican Express—mmsedately

EREETHICAL?

a columesst hor A il
Age, argued that the lass of ad dolars was a driving force
beberdd CBS and MSNBC's dismissal of Imus. i fact,

MSNBC lost roughly 525 milkcn in #d revanue. *If the
whola Imus debacls tals us acything.” Hampp noted, “2
a1 1eday the markaters are tuly The igning pove in the
fragmented meds world”

Weidn: the upshot of Ehe fmus consroversy. remaina The
same, th ¥
controls medi contant—and for what ressons

Sousces

pulled their sponsarship of the show. As &
from Sgrint enplained, "W da not want oar advertising
ascxcisned with SR WK Wi, Our Customens and the
public find oMensive.”

Adverting Age. Agri 1. 2007 acorssed MVDA wwvw adage com
“CBS Frws Don brus Over Racial S’ CRE Mewa, Aped 17, 2007
coensed VBDR. himp i chismar comiories 00704
atonsaeTETSI T shum

UNDERSTANDING THE

NATURE OF MASS MEDIA

Government Regulation
of the Media Marketplace

Marginal glossary

Provides key terms where
students need them—next to
their discussion in the text.

Y

with regard to
mass media, laws and
guidefines that influence
the way media companies
produce, distribute, or
exhibit materials for
audiences

When we talk about the regulation of mass media, we mean laws and guidelines
that influence the way media companies produce, distribute or exhibit materials for
audiences. Government regulation of mass media covers a wide range of territory.
It can mean regulation by federal, state, county, or city government. Such regula-
tion is carried out for different reasons, and in different ways, in different countries.
Americans are often horrified by the extent of government control in other coun-

tries compared to that in their own country. Still, every government justifics its
approach to regulation on the grounds that it is the best for that society. Sometimes
many people in the society agree with the laws and guidelines, even though out-
siders consider them unacceptable, Other times, people in the sociery believe that

the laws are unfair and would like to see them change, but feel powerless,

Approaches to Media Regulation

Scholars who compare media systems around the world describe four different
approaches to government regulation of the media. These approaches describe the
amount of control government should have over the media, from high levels of

control to low levels of control. (See Figure 3.1.) Those four approaches are:

Authoritarian
Communist
Libertarian

Social responsibility
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Engaging images

N

.2

[lluminating tables and figures give students a visual key )
to unlock difficult concepts and theories, while vivid
photos and illustrations enrich students’ understanding
of the ideas discussed in each chapter.

=
- 2

Table 1.1 Differences in Types of Communication o °
Interpersanal Mediated Interpersonal Mass
Communication Communication ‘Communication
Message Uses all the senses Typically verbal andlor visual Typically verbal andior visual
Source An individual An individual Oine oF Mmone organizations
Encoding By an individual's brain By an individual's brain and By an organization and
technalogy technology
N
Channel The air The air, technology The air, technalogy - Wellknown .
§ actor
Recaiver A few individuals in the same A few or many indwiduals in the  Typicalty, many people in ) s
location sama location different locations. N l
Decoding By an individual's brain By technology and an By technology and an "g’:':::: \ / '::‘n:;r
individual's brain individual's brain \ ~ Ve
Feedback o i or delayed; generally  immediate or delayed; generally
direct indirect Film = Executive
director producer
Noise i I ical, and and - /
and semantic semantic, with semantic, ssed by . ( T N 4 \
2 / \ \ ot Seeen.
sometimes caused by arganizations ooy  Development | @ i&?.'s)

editor | | editor N N
. N Casting | ' Supporting
N < directors actors
<

Meaningful end-of-chapter materials

These valuable end-of-chapter resources and exercises go
beyond standard chapter reviews to challenge students to
think critically and to build their media literacy skills.

=

CHAPTER REVIEW
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Companion website www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday

The website features material to help students expand their knowledge, update
their text, study for exams, and more! Features include:

i Dynamic self-quizzes for each
chapter

I Interactive vocabulary flashcards

i Chapter summaries and study
guides

i Downloadable chapter summary

podcasts o :
. elcome
m  Author’s blog Media Today and
This is the companion website for Mecha
Tomorrow connects the text to Todday, This ttle puts students at the
. . . center of profound changes in the twanty-
the latest issues in the media Firs cantury medka worid-from digital

COPETENaE 1O Midsa ownership-ard
gives them the skills to think critically
sbout what these changes mesn for the
role of media in their lives

What you will find on this web site
® about the Book: Book description, about the authors, and
the table of contents, and sample chapters
® Student Resources: - Additional material for students
. ‘s Manual: - misterial for
® Useful Website: - Other Webrsites related to this book's
subject
® Related Titles: - Other titles related to this book,
Blog: - The author's personal journal,
® Fecdback: - Serd to the book'

Media Today DVD

Packaged with every copy of Media Today, the companion DVD includes audio and
video examples keyed to each chapter of the book.

I Historical clips—including early sound recordings, silent films, and television—
provide rich context.

1 Excerpts from documentaries about the media produced by the Media Education
Foundation show students media literacy in action.

The Motion Picture Industr

next page

previous chapter contents next chapter
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To the Student

I hope that you’ll find Media Today fun to read, helpful for understanding the
media-saturated world around you, and (if you’re so inclined) useful for thinking
about a future career in mass media. More likely than not, you’ve grown up with
all or at least most of the media we cover in this book. Your family has probably
had newspapers, books, magazines, CDs, radios, and a television set in your
home from the time you were born. It’s likely, too, that you have also had a com-
puter and the Internet in your home from the time you were small. In one sense,
then, you’re already an “expert” at mass media: you’ve seen a lot of it, you know
what you like, and you know what you don’t like. At the same time, there’s prob-
ably a lot about the content mass media present, the industries behind them, and
their roles in society that you haven’t considered yet.

The purpose of Media Today is to introduce you to these ideas, with the expec-
tation that they will help you think about the media you think you already know
in entirely new ways. To get the most out of this text, use all the bells and whis-
tles that come with it. The chapter objectives, the marginal glossary, the art and
photo selections, and the boxed features have all been created with an eye toward
making the text itself as clear and relevant as possible. The companion website
accessible at www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday and the Media Today
DVD packaged with this book will also be of enormous value for helping you
learn more about book topics, studying for exams, learning about careers in mass
media, quizzing yourself, and more. Get to know all these learning aids, and let
us know what you think of them.

You’ll notice that there is a quotation on the first page of every chapter. Please
do not assume that I agree with the point or attitude expressed in the statement.
Rather, the purpose of the quotations is to present yet another provocative spring-
board for discussion about one or more themes of the chapter. Think about the
statement. Find out something about the person who said it. Try to relate it to
issues in the chapter and the rest of Media Today. Consider why you might argue
with it and why you might agree with it—and what difference that might make in
the way you approach the industry the quotation mentions as well as the media at
large.
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UNDERSTANDING MASS MEDIA AND THE IMPORTANCE OF MEDIA LITERACY
MAKING SENSE OF THE MEDIA BUSINESS

FORMAL AND INFORMAL CONTROLS ON MEDIA CONTENT: GOVERNMENT REGULATION,
SELF-REGULATION, AND ETHICS

MAKING SENSE OF RESEARCH ON MEDIA EFFECTS AND MEDIA CULTURE

Mass media circulate words, sounds, and images that surround us. Too often, we immerse
ourselves in media materials without asking where they come from, what meanings they
might have, and what their consequences might be.

This section introduces media literacy and applies it to some basic but crucial ques-
tions. What is mass communication and how does it work? \What roles do governments,
businesses, academic researchers, members of the public, advocacy organizations, and

culture play in what we read, see and hear? This section—and the sections that follow—

aim to help you become a critical consumer by encouraging you to ask questions—and

get answers—about the media you use.




understanding the nature of mass media
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After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

Discuss the differences among interpersonal communication, mediated interpersonal
communication, and mass communication

Explain why an unorthodox definition of mass communication makes the term especially

relevant in today’s media environment

Explain the meaning and importance of culture’s relationship with the mass media

Analyze the ways in which the mass media affect our everyday lives

Explain what the term media literacy means

List the key principles involved in becoming media literate

Discuss the importance of developing media literacy skills for the classroom and for
professional and community life

Explain current and future trends in mass communication




“Whoever controls the media controls the culture.”

— ALLEN GINSBERG, POET

“Your TV is ringing.”

Maybe you saw the Verizon ad that shows a cell-
phone with a TV attached to it—pointing out that
you can talk on the phone and watch TV at the same
time, on one piece of equipment. If you saw it, you
might have said, “cool,” or “I want that,” or “what
a ridiculous thing to do.” But Verizon could have
gone further. The ad could have pointed out that
some of the company’s cellphones also let you watch
movies, play video games, download and listen to
music, and read a newspaper or magazine.

It’s an exciting time to study mass communica-
tion. None of the activities described above could
have been attempted on a cellphone (call it a mobile
device) just a few years ago. They raise questions
about the impact that these and other technologies
will have on us, our society, and the content of TV,
movies, video games, music, newspapers, magazines,
and movie companies. In fact, the transformations
are so great that you have the opportunity to know
more than conventional experts, to challenge tradi-
tional thinking, and to encourage fresh public dis-
cussions about media and society.

Consider the mass media menu that Americans
have today. Instead of three or four TV channels,
most Americans receive more than fifty and a sub-
stantial number receive one hundred and fifty and
more. Radio in urban areas delivers dozens of sta-
tions; satellite radio brings in hundreds more, and
music streaming on the Web—sometimes called
Internet radio—is carried out by countless broadcast
and non-broadcast entities. The advent of home com-
puters, VCRs, CD players, DVDs, and DBS has
brought far more channels of sights
and sounds into people’s lives than
ever before. So has the Internet and
the World Wide Web, the computer
network that Americans use to
interact with information, news and
entertainment from all over the
nation and the world.

Research  indicates  that
Americans typically spend an enor-
mous amount of time with mass
media.! Think about your own

“Information is the oxygen of the modern age.”

— RONALD REAGAN, US PRESIDENT

media habits. How close do you come to the average
32 hours a week (about 4.5 hours a day) of televi-
sion that Americans view on the traditional TV set
as well as online? What about radio? Studies suggest
that Americans listen to around 15 hours a week of
radio in the regular broadcast mode, via satellite
channels or from their online feeds. Do you do that,
or do you instead listen to recorded music on your
iPod or on your MP3 or CD player? Studies show
that Americans spend an average of about 3.5 hours
a week with recorded music, but college students
undoubtedly do more of it. And what about your
time reading books, newspapers and magazines?
Data show that on average Americans spend about
8 hours a week with one or another of these, both
their printed versions and their websites. Just a few
years ago, media such as television, radio, books
and newspapers seemed pretty separate. It was clear
what content from each medium looked or sounded
like, and it would have been foolish to suggest that
newspaper articles and television programs would
show up on the same channel. Today, with the rise
of new computer technologies that we will explain
in the coming pages, this “foolishness” is exactly
what has happened. The access people have on the
Internet to content from different types of media is
part of a process called convergence. Convergence
takes place when content that has traditionally been
confined to one medium appears on multiple media
channels.

The media of mass communication, then, are an
integral part of our lives, occurring in a wide variety
of settings. In this chapter, we will explore and define
communication, media, and cul-
ture, and we will consider how the
relationships among them affect us
and the world in which we live. We
will also consider why the term
mass communication remains rele-
vant in the twenty-first century,
contrary to what some writers say.
In fact, the changes taking place in
the media system actually make a
rethought and redefined version of
the term more important than ever.
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convergence when
content that has
traditionally been confined
to one medium appears on
multiple media channels

audience fragmentation
the process of dividing
audience members into
segments based on
background and lifestyle in
order to send them
messages targeted to their
specific characteristics

mass production process
the industrial process that
creates the potential for
reaching millions, even
billions, of diverse,
anonymous people at
around the same time

industrial nature what
distinguishes mass
communication from other
forms of communication is
the industrialized—or mass
production—process that is
involved in creating the
message material. This
industrial process creates
the potential for reaching
billions of diverse,
anonymous people
simultaneously.
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Varieties of Communication

To understand why some writers suggest that the term mass communication
doesn’t connect to what’s going on in today’s world, we have to look at how the
term has traditionally been used. Over the past one hundred years, people who
wrote about mass communication tended to relate it to the size of the audience.
That made a lot of sense back then. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, new
technologies such as high-speed newspaper presses, radio, movies, and television
provided access to the huge “masses” of people. Not only were those audiences
very large, they were dispersed geographically, quite diverse (that is, made up of
different types of people), and typically anonymous to the companies that created
the material. The essential reason newspapers, radio, television, and other such
media were considered different from other means of communication had to do
with the size and composition of the audience.

This perspective on mass communication worked very well until the past cou-
ple of decades when the key aspects of the traditional definition of mass commu-
nication as reaching huge, diverse groups no longer fit. The reason is that the arrival
of media channels—including the growing number of radio and TV stations, the
rise of the VCR, the multiplication of cable networks, and the rise of the Web—
led to audience fragmentation (see Figure 1.1). That is, as people watched or read
these new channels, there were fewer people using any one of them. Because these
new media channels do not necessarily individually reach large numbers of peo-
ple—the “masses”—some writers suggested that we can abandon the term mass
communication.

However, the view in this book is that mass communication is still a critically
important part of society. In our view, what really separates mass communication
from other forms of communication is not the size of the audience—it can be large
or small. Rather, what makes mass communication special is the way the content
of the communication message is created.

Mass communication is
carried out by organizations
working together in industries
to produce and circulate a
wide range of content—from
entertainment to news to edu-
cational materials. It is this
industrial, mass production
process that creates the poten-
tial for reaching millions, even

The traditional notion of
the audience as a large
mass of anonymous
individuals has given way
beneath the fragmenting
of audiences to reveal
smaller, specially targeted
media audiences made up
of individuals who are
segmented by any number
of characteristics.
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billions, of diverse, anonymous
people at around the same
time (say, through televising
the Olympic games). And it is
the industrial nature of the
process—for example, the var-
ious companies that work
together within the television
or Internet industries—that
makes mass communication
different from other forms
of communication even when
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the audience is relatively small and even one-to-one. To help you understand
how mass communication relates to other forms of communication, let’s take a
closer look.

Communication Defined

Different types of communication are a basic feature of human life. In general, the
word communication refers to people interacting in ways that at least one of the
parties involved understands as messages.

What are messages? Messages are collections of symbols that appear purpose-
fully organized (meaningful) to those sending or receiving them. Think about the
many ways that you signal to others what you want to do or how much you care
about them. The signals are often verbal but they can also be through body lan-
guage. When Jane shouts excitedly to her friend Jack and leaps with joy into his
arms after she wins a tennis match, that’s a form of communication. It’s likely that
Jack, whose arms she almost broke, realizes that she wants to tell him something.
People who study communication would typically call the interaction just described
interpersonal communication, a form that involves two or three individuals signal-
ing to each other using their voices, facial and hand gestures, and other signs (even
clothes) that they use to convey meaning. When you talk to your parents about
your coursework, discuss a recent movie over dinner with friends, or converse with
your professor during her office hours, you are participating in the interpersonal
form of communication.

Figure 1.1

Audience Fragmentation
The arrival of the diverse
array of media channels
has had a fragmenting
effect on audiences—as
audience members move to
watch, read, or listen to a
new channel, fewer people
use any single channel.

communication refers to
people interacting in ways
that at least one of the
parties involved
understands as messages

messages collections of
symbols that appear
purposefully organized
(meaningful) to those
sending or receiving them

interpersonal
communication a form

of communication that
involves two or three
individuals signaling to
each other using their
voices, facial, and hand
gestures, and other signs
(even clothes) that they use
to convey meaning
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Mediated Interpersonal

Communication Breakdown

When tragedy strikes, it is not unusual for people to lose
their sense of security in the world—at least temporarily. Yet
large-scale crises may also prompt people to lose faith in the
communication systems that they have come to depend on
for information.

During the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the
World Trade Center and the Pentagon, many media channels
were inaccessible. Phone lines were jammed for hours,
and some local radio and television stations were knocked
off the air. In addition, a number of websites crashed
while others failed to provide information about the attacks,
leading one reporter to declare that “the Internet failed
miserably.”

In 2007 during the shooting rampage at Virginia Tech, dis-
cussions resurfaced about communication during crises.
This time, however, the focus was not on the technology but
on the way people were using it, particularly new media for-
mats such as mobile devices, blogs, and social networking

CULTURE

TODAY

As the attacks unfolded, many students used their Facebook
and MySpace pages to let family and friends know they
were okay. In fact, science reporter Alan Boyle remarked that
“the media methods employed during [the] crisis broke new
ground—and undoubtedly saved lives in the process.”

Others, meanwhile, questioned why Virginia Tech authorities
did not take advantage of communication technologies to
immediately alert members of the campus community that
they were in danger. Andrew Kantor, a technology reporter
for USA Today, saw this event and its aftermath as evidence
that people have yet to adapt fully to new types of commu-
nication.

Sources: Alan Boyle, “How Smart Mobs Coped with a Massacre,”
MSNBC, accessed on 6/11/07 http://www.msnbc.msn.com/
id/18184075/; Andrew Kantor, “Virginia Tech Tragedy Highlights
Differences between Old, New Media," USA Today, accessed on
6/11/07, www.usatoday.com; Jen Muehlbauer, “Reporting the
Unthinkable,” The Industry Standard’s Media Grok, accessed on
9/12/01, http://www.nettime.org/Lists-Archives/nettime-bold-0109/

sites.

mediated interpersonal
communication a
specialized type of
interpersonal
communication that is
assisted by a device, such
as a pen or pencil, a
computer, or a telephone

intrapersonal
communication an
individual “talking” to
himself or herself

small group communication
communication among
three or more individuals

organizational
communication the
interactions of individuals in
a formal working
environment
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Mediated interpersonal communication, which is a specialized type of interper-
sonal communication, can be described as interpersonal communication that is
assisted by a device, such as a pen, a computer, or a telephone. When you write a
thank you note to your grandmother, send an email to your graduate teaching assis-
tant, or call a friend on the phone, you are participating in the mediated form of
interpersonal communication. In this form of communication, the people you are
interacting with can’t touch you and you can’t touch them. You might even be
thousands of miles from each other. The technology—the pen and paper, the
computer, the telephone—becomes the vehicle (the medium) that allows you to
interact with them.

Communication scholars also differentiate among other forms of communi-
cation. Some write about intrapersonal communication, which involves an individ-
ual “talking” to himself or herself—for example, an internal “conversation” that
weighs the pros and cons of a decision.

Other researchers write about small group communication, organizational
communication, or public communication. Small group communication involves
communication among three or more individuals. Think of the deliberations of
five friends who get together to plan a ski trip. Organizational communication
involves the interaction of individuals in a formal working environment. When
an executive sends messages down the chain of command, this is a form of orga-
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nizational communication.
Public communication involves

one person who speaks to a

In communication, the
source is the originator of
a message.

large number of people—for
instance, a professor speaking
to students, or a candidate for
public office talking to a
crowd at a rally.

Note that these forms of
communication can each take
place interpersonally or they
can be mediated. A group
planning a ski group can meet
face-to-face or can interact
through email. The boss could
talk to her department heads
in her office, or leave a message on their phone mail system. A professor can talk
in front of the class, or leave a video of himself or herself for the students to watch.

While the types of communication described above have their differences,
they have a central similarity: they involve messages. Seven major elements are
involved in every interaction that involves messages. These elements are the source,
encoder, transmitter, channel, decoder, receiver, and feedback. Let’s take them one
at a time.

Source The source is the originator of the message. The source may be a per-
son (when Jane speaks to Jack), or several people (a choir singing). But the source
can also be an organization. For example, suppose you receive a notice in your
mailbox from your bank. While individuals who work there created and sent the
notice, from your standpoint, “the bank” was the source of the message. The source
may or may not have knowledge about the intended receiver of the message, but
it does have a thought or idea to transmit to some other person or organization.

Encoding Encoding is the process by which the source translates the thoughts
and ideas so that they can be perceived by the human senses—these are primarily
sight and sound, but may also include smell, taste, and touch. A source creates or
encodes a message in anticipation of its transmission to a receiver. When the source
is an individual, the encoding goes on in the individual’s brain. When the source
is an organization, encoding takes place when people in the organization create
messages.

Transmitting The transmitter performs the physical activity of actually send-
ing out the message. Picture an employee apologizing to a supervisor for taking an
unauthorized day off from work. The employee’s vocal cords and face muscles—
in fact, his entire body—will be involved in the transmission of the words, tone,
and physical movements that the supervisor standing in front of him will under-
stand as meaningful. Now, picture this same employee apologizing to his supervi-
sor, not in person, but over the phone. In this case, a second type of transmitter
operates along with the vocal cords. That second transmitter is the telephone,
which turns sound waves from the vocal cords into electrical impulses that can
travel across the phone lines.

The telephone is an example of a mediating technology, or medium, of com-
munication. A medium is part of a technical system that helps in the transmission,

public communication one
person who speaks to a
large number of people

source the originator of
the message which may be
a person, several people or
an organization

encoding the process by
which the source translates
the thoughts and ideas so
that they can be perceived
by the human senses—
primarily sight and sound,
but may also include smell,
taste, and touch

transmitter performs the
physical activity of
distributing the message

medium part of a
technical system that
helps in the transmission,
distribution, or reception
of messages
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The source encodes a message
using the brain and transmits it

through the air waves (a
medium) using parts of the body
(vocal cords, facial muscles).

The message travels through
the air (the channel) to reach
the other person (the receiver).
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The former source is now the
receiver. The receiver decodes the
message and prepares to encode
an answer (more interpersonal
feedback). In this way the
interpersonal communication

The message travels through
the air (the channel) to reach
the other person.

The receiver hears the source’s
voice, decodes the message
using the senses, and prepares
to encode an answer. This
process of responding is called
interpersonal feedback.

AN

The receiver encodes a response
using the brain and transmits it
(the feedback) using parts of the
body. When transmitting, the
receiver becomes a source.

episode continues.

Figure 1.2

A Model of Interpersonal
Communication

In this model of
interpersonal
communication,
information moves from
a starting point at the
source, through the
transmitter, via the
channel, to the receiver
for decoding.

channels the pathways
through which the
transmitter sends all
features of the message,
whether they involve sight,
sound, smell, or touch

decoding the process by
which the receiver
translates the source’s
thoughts and ideas so that
they have meaning
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distribution, or reception of messages. It helps communication take place when
senders and receivers are not face-to-face. The Internet is an example of a medium,
as are the radio, CD, television, and DVD. (Note that the term medium is singu-
lar; it refers to one technological vehicle for communication. The plural is media.)

Channel All communication, whether mediated or not, takes place through
channels. Channels are the pathways through which the transmitter sends all fea-
tures of the message, whether they involve sight, sound, smell, or touch. When a
man on the street walks up to you and shouts at you in a way that you can hardly
understand, the channel is the air through which the sound waves move from the
man’s vocal cords. If your roommate yells at you through the phone, two chan-
nels are at work: one channel is the air that vibrates the phone mechanism, and
the other is the wire through which the electrical impulses move toward you.

Decoding Before a receiver can hear (and make sense of) a source’s message,
the transmitted impulses must be converted to signs that the brain can perceive as
meaningful. Decoding is the way in which this is done. It is the reverse of the encod-
ing process—it is the process by which the receiver translates the source’s thoughts
and ideas so that they have meaning.

In the case of the interpersonal communication, the decoder is biological: the
brain is the decoder. When the telephone is involved, the electrical impulses that
traveled through the phone lines must be decoded into sound waves before they
can be decoded by the brain. In fact, all media require this sort of decoding. When
you play music on an MP3 player or iPod, it decodes the impulses that have been
laid down on the disk so that you can hear the tunes. Similarly, the television is the
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The source (a person) encodes a
message using the brain and
transmits it through the telephone
(a medium) using parts of the
body (vocal cords, facial

muscles). The phone encodes the
message as electrical signals.

The message travels through
the air, phone, and phone lines
(the media channels) to reach
the other person (the receiver).

N
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The phone (a receiver medium)
rings. A human receiver (a
person) answers the phone. The
phone decodes the electrical
transmission into sound, and the
human receiver decodes the
human source’s message using

the senses and prepares to
encode an answer. This process
of responding is called
interpersonal feedback.

The former source is now the
receiver. The receiver (a person)
decodes the message and
prepares to encode an answer
(more interpersonal feedback).
In this way the mediated
interpersonal communication
episode continues.

The message travels through
the air, phone, and phone
lines (the media channels) to
reach the other person.

decoder that takes the electrical impulses from the air or cable and converts them
into the programs you watch.

Receiver As suggested above, the receiver is the person or organization that
gets the message. Sometimes the source’s message will reach its intended receiver;
sometimes it reaches another receiver altogether. But even if someone other than
the intended receiver receives the message, communication has still taken place.
Say, for example, that you assume that your friend Brad is in the next room and,
as a result, you shout your opinion about his new girlfriend, Keiko. Even if it turns
out that Brad wasn’t in the next room at all and did not hear (receive) the message
you sent him, but instead his girlfriend, Keiko, was in the next room, the episode
can still be considered interpersonal communication: your message was encoded,
transmitted via your vocal cords, sent through the channel of the air, decoded by
the receiver (although not the one you intended), and received.

Feedback Feedback occurs when the receiver responds to the message with
what the sender perceives as a message. When Keiko, your friend’s girlfriend, tells
you, “I never knew you felt that way about me, you jerk,” that is feedback. In fact,
this sort of feedback continues the interpersonal communication process. As Figure
1.2 shows, two people continue their communication by continually receiving and
responding to each other’s messages. The same thing happens with mediated inter-
personal communication, as shown in Figure 1.3. The communication “episode”

The receiver (a person) encodes a
response using the brain and
transmits it (the feedback) using
parts of the body and the phone.
When transmitting, the receiver
becomes a source.

Figure 1.3

A Model of Mediated
Interpersonal
Communication

In this model of

mediated interpersonal
communication,
information moves from a
starting point to a source,
who encodes a message.
The message is transmitted
through channels to the
receiver, who decodes the
message.

receiver the person or
organization that gets the
message

feedback when the
receiver responds to the
message with what the
sender perceives as a
message

11



noise is an environmental,
mechanical, and semantic
sound in the communication
situation that interferes
with the delivery of the
message. Environmental
noise comes from the
setting where the source
and receiver are
communicating. Mechanical
noise comes from the
medium through which the
communication is taking
place. Semantic noise
involves language that one
or more of the participants
doesn’t understand.
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between the two ends when one of them sends no more feedback to the other (the
person walks away, the parties hang up the phone).

Feedback doesn’t always take place immediately, especially in mediated inter-
personal communication. Say you send your friend an email. Keiko reads it, gets
embarrassed by something you wrote and decides to write you a reply. You read
the note and then, after thinking about it for a day, write back directly to her. Her
email and your response are examples of delayed feedback.

Noise Noise is an environmental, mechanical, and semantic sound in the
communication situation that interferes with the delivery of the message.
Environmental noise comes from the setting where the source and receiver are com-
municating. In an interpersonal communication situation, Ahmed, the source, may
be at a cricket match trying to talk on the phone, and Sally, the receiver, might be
at an auction where people are screaming bids. Mechanical noise comes from the
medium through which the communication is taking place. Say there is static on
the phone—that would be mechanical noise that would add to the environmental
noise. Semantic noise involves language that one or more of the participants does-
n’t understand. Let’s say Ahmed tells Sally that “the bowler attempted a bouncer
that turned into a beamer.” Even when Ahmed repeats the words three times
through the environmental and mechanical noise so that she hears them, Sally has
no idea what Ahmed is talking about, since she knows little about the sport of
cricket.

From Communication to Mass Communication

One way to understand mass communication is to show its similarities to and
differences from other forms of communication. One similarity is that mass com-
munication takes place through media. Small groups can come together in virtual
chat rooms that are connected by wired networks, organizations can connect their
far-flung employees via video conference facilities that are linked through cables
and satellites, and professors who deliver public lectures can record them for
projection from a computer server to different classes at different times. In other
words, the channels used in mediated forms of interpersonal, group, organizatio-
nal and public communication are sometimes similar to those used in mass
communication.

Yet another similarity between these other forms of communication and mass
communication is that we can describe mass communication using the same terms
of source, encoder, transmitter, channel, decoder, receiver, feedback, and noise that
are shown in Table 1.1. But here is also where we begin to see differences. The
most important differences relate to the source of the message, its transmitter and
the way feedback takes place.

Differences in the Source In the other forms of communication we’ve dis-
cussed, individuals are the source of the message that scholars study. In mass
communication, by contrast, complex organizations, often companies, take respon-
sibility for the activity. The source is an organization such as a company, not a
single person.

To get a strong grasp of the difference, think of Jon Stewart delivering his ver-
sion of the news on Comedy Central’s The Daily Show. If Jon were in the same
room as you telling you about what he just read in the paper, that would be a clear
case of interpersonal communication and Stewart would be a source. If your friend
were to record that conversation on his video camera and his brother were to watch
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Table 1.1 Dpifferences in Types of Communication

Interpersonal
Communication

Message Uses all the senses

Source An individual

Encoding By an individual’s brain

Channel The air

Receiver A few individuals in the same
location

Decoding By an individual’s brain

Feedback Immediate and direct

Noise Environmental, mechanical,

and semantic

Mediated Interpersonal
Communication

Typically verbal and/or visual
An individual

By an individual’s brain and
technology

The air, technology

A few or many individuals in the
same location

By technology and an
individual’s brain

Immediate or delayed; generally
direct

Environmental, mechanical, and
semantic, with environmental
sometimes caused by
organizations

Mass

Communication

Typically verbal and/or visual
One or more organizations

By an organization and
technology

The air, technology

Typically, many people in
different locations

By technology and an
individual’s brain

Immediate or delayed; generally
indirect

Environmental, mechanical, and
semantic, sometimes caused by
organizations

the video of Jon talking about the news, that is an example of mediated interper-
sonal communication where Jon is still the source.

The difference between these two examples of the source and Jon’s appear-
ance on The Daily Show is that behind Stewart is an organization that is creating
the news satire for him to present. Sure, Jon is reading the messages, and so it may
seem that he should be called “the source.” But employees of The Daily Show
helped him write his script, produced and edited the videos he introduces, and pre-

pared his set for the broadcast. Moreover,
the photos and clips he satirizes sometimes
come from news firms, such as ABC News.
So Jon is really just the most visible represen-
tative of an organizational source.

Differences in Transmission The
critical role of organizations in mass commu-
nication compared to other communication
forms also shows up in the transmission of
the message. In interpersonal, small group,
and public communication, an individual
sender or a committee takes responsibility for
transmittingthe message—perhaps using
microphones when speaking to a crowd or
telephones when speaking at a distance. In
mass communication, however, transmission
is too complex to be accomplished by an indi-

Mediated forms of
interpersonal, group,
organizational, and
public communication
may use channels similar
to those used in mass
communication.

13
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Jon Stewart, host of The
Daily Show, isn't a one-
man band. It takes the
entire Comedy Central
organization—uwriters,
producers, engineers, stage
managers, sound
technicians, camera people
(to name a few)—to create
each evening’s program.
Stewart is the most visible
representative of the
organizational source that
creates The Daily Show.

vidual or even a few people. That is because transmission involves distributing the
material to several locations and presenting the material (that is, exhibiting it) at
those locations. Instead of a few individuals, a number of organizations (usually
large ones) are typically involved in the process.

Think of our Daily Show example again. When Jon reads the script on The
Daily Show, his vocal cords transmit the words into a microphone; the air and
electric current are a channel for them. That may seem no different from mediated
interpersonal communication, but it is only the beginning. Transmission of Jon on
Comedy Central involves a number of further steps. First the show is sent to a
satellite company that the network uses to send its programs to cable TV systems
around the country. The cable systems, which themselves are complex organiza-
tions, receive those messages and send them to “head-end” transmission centers
that they own. These centers send out the program through coaxial cables that
eventually connect to television sets in locations (homes, bars, hotels) where sub-
scribers have paid to receive the signal. In this way, millions of people around the
country can watch The Daily Show at the same time.

Of course, individuals do work for production and distribution firms involved
in mass communication. Unlike mediated communication activities, though, the
creation and transmission of mass media messages—of news articles, television pro-
grams and recorded music, for example—are the result of decisions and activities
by many people working together in companies that interact with other companies.

Differences in Feedback The third major difference between mass commu-
nication and other communication forms relates to feedback. We can talk about
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feedback in two ways, (1) whether it is immediate or delayed and (2) whether or
not it goes directly to the initial message creator or to someone else who may or
may not pass it on to the creator.

In other forms of communication, feedback from the people receiving the mes-
sage goes directly to the individual who created the message, either immediately
(the clapping of an audience in response to a speaker) or in delayed form (your
email in response to your mom’s email). In mass communication, though, feed-
back from all the receivers is often impossible because of the number of people
involved. (Think of the millions of people watching a TV program.) Even when
feedback does happen (for example, when you respond right away by clicking on
an Internet ad), the people in the organization who created the message in the first
place (in this case the ad creators) will typically not get it. Someone else who is
specifically appointed to deal with feedback will generally receive your message.

An indirect approach to audience feedback marks a common difference
between mass communication and other forms of communication. In unmediated
interpersonal communication, group communication, organizational communica-
tion, and public communication, feedback is often both immediate and direct. In
mass media organizations, however, feedback is not only often delayed, it is indi-
rect. It is generally routed through layers of the company that deal specifically with
“audience” concerns, weighed for its relevance, and only then summarized for the
people who sparked the feedback in the first place.

Consider the following comparison: you meet Jon Stewart in a movie line and
have a leisurely conversation with him about current events in New York City,
where he lives. Jon nods in response to your comments, answers your questions,
and parries your criticisms of his positions on the issues. By contrast, a week later
you see a satirical piece about New York City on The Daily Show that angers you.
Moved to complain, you phone Comedy Central in New York to speak to Stewart
or a producer. Instead, you get an operator who will politely take down your com-
ments, send you to a voicemail service that will record them, or suggest that you
provide feedback through the program’s website. If you write to Jon Stewart or one
of the show’s producers, chances are that staff members whose job it is to summa-
rize complaints for production executives will intercept it. That is typical of mass
media organizations. The Daily Show gets thousands of letters and emails, and its
principals are too busy to attend to all audience letters and phone calls themselves.

Differences in Noise It’s not hard to show how the idea of noise as applied
to mass communication can be similar to and different from its use in other com-
munication forms. Remember our example of Ahmed and Sally? If their micro-
phones were not working properly, the television announcers at a cricket match
might have the same environmental problems being heard as Ahmed—Dbut by more
people. We can apply this situation to mass communication, but put game announc-
ers working for a TV network in the position of Ahmed. Similarly, people at a party
where the game is on TV can take Sally’s place; they might not be able to hear
because of noise in the apartment. Mechanical noise in a mass communication sit-
uation can take place in the sending-and-receiving technologies. Breakdowns in
cable or satellite receivers, for example, can create mechanical noise problems for
large audiences. To complete the comparison, the announcers’ use of cricket terms
might befuddle some people in the audience just as Ahmed befuddled Sally.

A hypothetical comparison of interpersonal and mass communication might
further help explain these differences in sender, transmitter, feedback and noise.
Meet Antwaan Andrews, a self-employed independent insurance agent who is
working hard to support himself by selling life insurance policies. Using names of
potential clients that he received from friends, acquaintances and other clients,
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Antwaan writes postal or email letters to ten people a night for two months to tell
them about his service. He develops his sales pitch himself and tailors it to each
person. Each note contains his name, postal address, phone number, and email
address, along with the assurance that he will reply quickly to their messages.

Note that Antwaan’s audience—the receivers of his postal letters and email
messages—are limited in number by the people he can learn about from others and
contact personally. Note, too, that any feedback goes straight to Antwaan. They
either speak to him directly or they leave a message on his voicemail or email. (Of
course, if a potential client doesn’t return his message at all, Antwaan may take
that as feedback that the person is not interested in buying life insurance.) One
example of unwanted noise might be a problem Antwaan sometimes has with a
hum on his answering machine. It’s a pain in the neck, he says, but it generally
works OK and he doesn’t want to spend money for a new one.

Contrast Antwaan’s mediated interpersonal work with the mass communica-
tion activities of Safety Trust Mutual, one of the insurance companies Antwaan rep-
resents. SafetyTrust is mounting its own campaign to help agents like Antwaan
attract specific groups of clients that they have identified as particularly profitable.
In fact, SafetyTrust has recently hired an advertising agency and a public relations
agency for the express purpose of attracting potential clients who fit the following
profile: young parents with a combined income of over $75,000 a year. Members
of the advertising and public relations teams have come up with a multimedia mar-
keting plan built around the twin themes of safety and trust. Their plan involves:

Creating commercials using the two themes and airing them on two or three
TV series that rate highly with young married couples

Creating print ads and buying space for those ads in upscale newspapers and
magazines

Attempting to place SafetyTrust’s young and photogenic president on NBC’s
Today Show and ABC’s Good Morning America to speak about new govern-
ment insurance regulations

Paying a custom-magazine firm to create and mail a glossy new magazine for
young, upscale SafetyTrust clients

Advertising during a VH1 cable series

Paying an Internet advertising company to send an email ad to 30,000 people,
on a list the company bought of individuals who fit the profile and have indi-
cated that they would be interested in learning about how to save money on
insurance

Reworking a website where customers can learn about their plans and send
responses to the company

Note that although these messages reach millions of people, getting feedback
from them is difficult. Typical feedback would include phone responses to an 800
number in the TV commercials and print ads, but this would probably include only
a tiny percentage of the people who saw the messages. SafetyTrust might also pay
a company to conduct research to estimate the number of people who viewed the
materials and what they thought about them.

These methods would often yield delayed feedback from potential customers.
SafetyTrust executives are particularly proud of the plan for the website, because
it customizes the message and encourages immediate feedback. The site changes
its sales pitch and look based on information that the person types in at the
site. For example, whenever a person goes to the company’s homepage at
www.safetytrust. com, that person is asked a number of questions about age, salary,



UNDERSTANDING MASS MEDIA -

marital status, and educational background, among other things. Based upon a
person’s responses to such questions, and a computer program’s evaluation of
those responses, the person will be able to view a site that is tailored to their replies.
This instantaneous response to consumer feedback helps SafetyTrust to best explain
its products and sell its services. At the same time, the feedback helps tailor
the message so as to minimize semantic noise that might drive some potential
customers away.

Additionally, users of the website may choose to email SafetyTrust at any
time with questions, concerns, or requests for more information. This feedback
doesn’t reach a real agent at SafetyTrust. Instead, it is collected and analyzed daily
by “consumer response specialists,” who may eventually contact people who seem
good prospects and refer them to an agent the specialists choose. Their conversa-
tions may not be the carefully responsive discussions that individual agents like
Antwaan carry out when they call back every person who has left messages on
their voicemail services. SafetyTrust finds that its approach is quite efficient, how-
ever, since it can quickly weed out people that the company considers too old for
its programs or high insurance risks. But just in case a person who comes to the
site wants to speak to an agent near his or her home, SafetyTrust has links to those
of its agents who have websites. Antwaan is one of these agents with his own con-
tent, and he finds that many of the best prospects who come to his home page are
referred through the SafetyTrust site.

With his much smaller operation, Antwaan couldn’t possibly do what
SafetyTrust is doing with its website and feedback from prospective customers. In
fact, even if he had thought of all of SafetyTrust’s marketing activities, Antwaan
could never implement them without adding enormously (and unrealistically) to
his staff and overhead costs. After all, SafetyTrust—a large insurance company
with millions of dollars in its marketing budget—hired an advertising agency and
a public relations agency to help it create its messages to potential customers. It
also used large organizations (NBC, ABC, VH1, and an Internet access firm) to
help distribute its messages.

The difference between mediated interpersonal and mass communication, then,
can be seen as a difference between personal, hand-crafted production on the one
hand, and mass production on the other. (See Table 1.2 for an illustration of
these differences as they relate to Antwaan and SafetyTrust.) Put another way,
SafetyTrust’s work is part of an industry process. An industry is a grouping of com-
panies that use technology to work together in a regularized way to produce and
distribute goods and services. It is this industrial approach that makes it possible
for SafetyTrust to get its messages out to its intended audiences.

Mass Communication Defined

And so we come at last to the definition of mass communication that we have been
building: mass communication is the industrialized production and multiple distri-
bution of messages through technological devices. The industrial nature of the
process is central to this definition of mass communication, as shown in Figure 1.4.

As the definition suggests, mass communication is carried out by mass media
industries. Think, for example, of the movie industry, in which many different com-
panies—from production studios, to film providers, to catering firms—work to
make and circulate movies. Mass media are the technological instruments—for
example, newsprint, televisions, radios—through which mass communication takes
place. Mass media outlets are companies that send out messages via mass media.
Magazines and television are mass media; for example, Tirme magazine and the NBC

industry a grouping of
companies that use
technology to work
together in a regularized
way to produce and
distribute goods and services

mass media the
technological vehicles
through which mass
communication takes place
(note that the term mass
media is plural; it refers to
more than one vehicle; the
singular version is mass
medium)

mass media outlets
companies that send out
messages via mass media
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Table 1.2 Comparing Antwaan’s approach to SafetyTrust’s approach

Message

Source

Encoding

Channel

Receiver

Decoding

Feedback

Noise

Antwaan’s approach
(mediated interpersonal)

A postal mail and email sales pitch tailored
to what he knows about the potential
customer

Antwaan himself

Antwaan's creation of his phone messages

The postal mail, the Internet and
(sometimes) telephone answering machine

The dozens of individuals that Antwaan
contacts over the phone

The individuals who read email or postal
messages

The returned phone calls and emails of
individual potential customers—or their
failure to contact Antwaan

Hums on Antwaan’s answering machine

SafetyTrust’s approach
(mass communication)

TV commercials, newspaper and magazine ads; public
relations activities on Today and Good Morning America;
a custom magazine for upscale clients; sponsorship of a
VH1 cable program to reach young adults; a website

SafetyTrust’s advertising agency and public relations
agency

The activities by the advertising and public relations
agencies that create the messages

Broadcast and cable television networks, newspapers,
magazines, the Web

The millions of people who see or read SafetyTrust’s ads,
custom magazine, public relations activities, or website

Members of the target audience who see SafetyTrust ads
or visit the website

Letters from listeners, messages sent from the SafetyTrust
website, research indicating the number of people who
read/watched the ads

Messages that use language certain types of potential

commodities goodsin a
real marketplace

innovation the
introduction of something
new into a company'’s
products

research and development
(R&D) departments within
companies that explore
new ideas and generate
new products and services
aimed at systematically
investigating potential
sources of revenue through
surveys, focus groups, or
the analysis of existing data
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customers wouldn’t understand

television network are mass media outlets. The term mass media is plural; it refers
to more than one technological instrument. The singular version is mass medium.

Media Innovation

Media companies are usually in business to make money from the materials they
produce and distribute (which is another way they are different from interpersonal
communication activities like gossip among friends or the construction of an
Internet site by a class). Because of this focus on making money, media profession-
als view the programs, articles, and films they create at least partly as commodi-
ties, as goods in a real marketplace.

In many ways, the making of mass media commodities is similar to the indus-
trial manufacture of other products like soap, candles, and cars. An important dif-
ference between industries making these kinds of products and making media
products, however, has to do with the pace of innovation. Innovation means the
introduction of something new in a company’s products. Companies of all kinds
have research and development (R&D) departments that explore new ideas and gen-
erate new products and services aimed at helping the firm attract customers in the
future. Even so, companies that are not involved in mass communication can allow
successful products to roll off the assembly line unchanged for long stretches of
time. For an example, identical bars of Ivory Soap have been rolling off mass-pro-



NEWS
TONIGHT

The source, a media organization,
creates a message in words and/or
images. Often working with other
organizations in its industry, it
encodes the image for transmission
(that is, distribution) through a
medium. Let's say that in this case
the organization is a TV network
news division, the message is a
news report, and the media are
both television and a website.

(6]

Network employees—not those
directly involved with the original
news report or website discussions
—receive the messages and send
summaries of them to the news and
marketing staff and to website
designers. The marketing staff uses
this indirect feedback to convince
advetisers of the involvement of
viewers in site. Web designers use
some of the comments to alter the
site’s look. Encouraged by
responses to the Web activity and
by telephone surveys that reveal
general audience interest in the
topic, executives in the news
organization decide to air more
stories on the topic and expand
their website discussions about it.
In this way, the feedback
influences the network’s mass
communication activities.

Figure 1.4

A Model of Mass Communication

<4

UNDERSTANDING MASS

The electronic impulses travel from
ground transmitters owned by the
network to satellites (media
channels) leased by it and from
there to TV stations (mass media
outlets) around the country and the
world. The stations, in turn, send
the impulses to other transmitters
that broadcast them through the air
(another media channel) to millions
of televisions. After the TV
transmission, a version of the report
is placed on the TV network’s website
through high speed cable lines.

The responding individuals are now
sources in mediated communication
with an organization. Their individual
messages are transmitted across
phone and cable lines to reach the
TV network’s website.

—_——

<4

In this model of mass communication, the elements (source, message, transmission,
etc.) are all marked by the industrial production and multiple distribution by mass

media organizations.

MEDIA

NEWS
TONIGHT

The receivers are millions of people
who receive the electronic impulses
on their TV sets (more media). The
TV sets decode the impulses back
into video and commentary, which
the viewers themselves decode

as messages.

In many cases, there is no response
from viewers—no feedback. in this
example, though, assume that
several thousand of these viewers
later go to the TV network’s website
to find out more about the report
and participate in a poll. They are
involved in feedback to the station
on a delayed basis.
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Where Does the Term Media

Come From?

Until the “Roaring” 1920s, to most Americans a medium
was a fortune teller or palm reader, not a publication, and
as for media—well, there was no such thing. The term
media was just an obscure Latin plural of the word
medium.

Then came modern advertising and a sense of media that
had nothing to do with psychics. Advertisers began to speak
of placing ads in different media.

The original means of mass communication were print—
magazines, journals, and newspapers—and their collective
name was already in place: publications. Then radio and tele-
vision were added to the mix, and the term publications
would not stretch to fit. Needing a term that would encom-
pass all these means of communication, writers borrowed
media from the advertising people and have used it ever
since to accommodate these and even newer means of
communication, such as the Internet.

CULTURE

TODAY

“Welcome to Al About the Media," where members of the media
discuss the role of the media in media coverage of the media.”
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duction lines for decades. The manufacturer may make new products with the Ivory
name, but an Ivory Soap bar that you bought on Tuesday will be the same as the
one you will buy on Friday. But in mass media firms, both the R&D function and
the basic production line for the same product must focus on change continually.
For example, the Wall Street Journal must update its stories or people will stop buy-
ing the paper and subscribing to their website; Twentieth Century Fox cannot sur-
vive on only one film; executives at the MTV cable network realize that if they run
only one music video or one reality program, viewers will catch on and tune out.

This need for constant innovation means constant risk. The next day’s issue
of a newspaper could turn off many readers. Fox’s next film could fail. MTV’s
lineup of programs could lead people to reach for their remote controls. For
this reason, media employees always look for ways to balance the need for con-
tinual, rapid innovation with a desire to control risk. As we will see in Chapter 2,
they try to lower their chances of failure by relying on themes and plots and
people that have done well in the past. The ways in which they solve these
problems can influence much of what we see and hear.

Mass Media in our Personal Lives

Mass media materials speak to the most personal parts of our lives. They also
connect us to the world beyond our private circumstances. As a result, mass
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media industries are a major force in society. To understand what this means, we
have to dig a bit deeper into how people use the media and what they get out
of them.

How People Use the Mass Media

Scholars have found that individuals adapt their use of mass media to their own
particular needs.? Broadly speaking, we can say that people use the media in four
ways: enjoyment, companionship, surveillance, and interpretation. Let’s examine
these uses one at a time.

Enjoyment The desire for enjoyment, or personal pleasure, is a basic human
urge. Watching a television program, studying the Bible, finishing a newspaper
crossword puzzle, even reading an advertisement can bring this kind of gratifica-
tion to many people.
News stories, daytime soap operas, sports, and primetime dramas can ignite
everyday talk with friends, relatives, work colleagues, and even strangers. During
the mid-1990s, for example, many local television stations around the United States
were advertising their morning talk programs with the phrase “We give you some-
thing to talk about.” This process of using media content for everyday interper-
sonal discussions is called using media materials as social currency or coins of  social currency media
exchange. “Did you hear Jay Leno’s joke last night?” someone might ask around  content used as coins of
the water cooler at work. “No, I watched Letterman,” might be one reply. That ~ exchange in everyday
might trigger a chain of comments about TV comedy that bring a number of peo- interpersonal discussions
ple into the conversation.
Of course, another way people can bring mass media material into friendly
conversation is by experiencing the content together. If you have attended Super
Bowl parties, you have an idea of how a televised event can energize friends in
ways that have little to do with what is taking place on the screen. In this way, the
media provide us with the enjoyment we seek as a basic human need.

Companionship On a very different note, mass media bring pleasure to the
lonely and the alone. A chronically ill hospital patient or a home-bound senior
citizen may find companionship by viewing their favorite sports teams on TV, or
listening to the music of days gone by on the radio.

Sometimes, media can even draw out people who feel troubled and in need of
friends. The term parasocial interaction describes the psychological connections parasocial interaction the
that some media users establish with celebrities they learn about through the psychological connections
mass media. People who are involved in a parasocial interaction typically enjoy a ~ that some media users
feeling of bonding with those celebrities. You might know someone who gets so ~ establish with celebrities
involved with media images of rock or rap stars that they sometimes act as if that they learn about )

.. . . through the mass media

they know them well. In a few publicized cases, this feeling has gotten out of con-
trol, leading individuals to stalk, and even harm, the media figures who were the
objects of their adulation. In 1999, for example, actor Brad Pitt found himself with
an unwanted visitor when a nineteen-year-old woman broke into his home. He
was not there at the time, but a caretaker found this self-styled “Number one fan”
wearing Pitt’s clothes and asleep in his bed.3

Surveillance Using media for surveillance means employing them to learn  surveillance using the
about what is happening in the world around us. We do this every day, often with- ~ media to learn about what
out realizing it. Do you turn on the radio or TV each morning to find out the  is happening in the world

weather? Do you check the stock listings to find out how your investments are ~ around us
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Catch Phrases as Social C

Have you ever considered why some phrases from movies,
television shows, songs, and advertisements become social
currency, phrases that people use with one another to
show that they are “in"? Several years ago, conversations
were frequently peppered with the quips, “You're fired!”
and “That's hot,” made popular by reality TV stars Donald
Trump and Paris Hilton, respectively.

Catch phrases can come from a variety of media sources.
During the 1984 presidential campaign, Walter Mondale
asked his Democratic rival Gary Hart, “Where's the beef?”
when he wanted to question his opponent'’s political expe-
rience. Although the expression has since died, at the time
there was widespread use of this phrase, which originated
from a Wendy's hamburger chain television commercial.

Other examples of catch phrases include Homer Simpson’s
ubiquitous “D'oh”; "“Bringing sexy back,” from Justin
Timberlake's hit single; “I'm kind of a big deal,” a famous line
from the 2004 comedy Anchorman: The Legend of Ron
Burgundy; the Black Panthers’ slogan “right on” during the

CULTURE TODAY

The catch phrases and comedy bits of comedians like Sacha Baron Cohen,
here as Borat, are often a source of social currency we use everyday in our
personal and professional conversations.

1960s; and “"A-OK," which was originally used by astronauts
during the early days of the space program. Many catch
phrases disappear, but some become embedded in popular
culture, particularly when they fill a void in the language.

Think about how many catch phrases you know and try
to figure out their origin.

interpretation using the
media to find out why
things are happening—who
or what is the cause—and
what to do about them
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faring? Have you read classified ads online to look for a job, concert tickets, or
previously owned furniture? Have you ever called or logged on to Fandango or
Moviefone to find out where and when a film is playing? All these activities are
illustrations of using the mass media for surveillance. Of course, our surveillance
can be more global. Many people are interested in knowing what is going on in
the world beyond their immediate neighborhood. Did the flooding upstate destroy
any houses? Will Congress raise taxes? What’s going on with the negotiations for
peace in the Middle East?

Interpretation Although surveillance through the mass media satisfies many
people, it supplies only part of what they want to know about the world. They
also want to find out why things are happening—who or what is the cause—and
what to do about them. When people try to find reasons, they are looking for
interpretation.

Many of us turn to the media to learn not just what is going on, but also why
and what, if any, actions to take. We may read newspaper editorials to understand
the actions of national leaders and come to conclusions about whether or not
we agree with these actions. We know that financial magazines such as Money
and Barron’s are written to appeal to people who want to understand how invest-
ment vehicles work and which ones to choose. And we are aware that libraries,
bookstores, and some websites (howstuffworks.com comes to mind) specialize
in “how to” topics ranging from raising children, to installing a retaining wall, to
dying with dignity. Some people who are genuinely confused about some topics
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find mass media the most useful sources of answers. Pre-teens, for example, may
want to understand why women and men behave romantically toward each other
but they may feel embarrassed to ask their parents. They may be quite open to
different opinions—in Spiderman, Oprab, Justin Timberlake’s music, or Mad
magazine—about where sexual attraction comes from and what the appropriate
behavior is.

But how do people actually use the explanations they get from the mass media?
Researchers have found that the credibility people place in the positions that mass
media take depends on the extent to which the individuals agree with the values
they find in that content.* For example, a person who is rooted in a religiously con-
servative approach to the Bible would not be likely to agree with a nature book
that is based on the theory of evolution; a political liberal would probably not be
persuaded by the interpretations that politically conservative magazines offer about
ways to end poverty. Keep in mind, however, that in these examples, these people
would probably not search out such media content to begin with. Unless people
have a good reason to confront materials that go against their values (if they will
be engaging in a debate on the ideas, for example), most people stay away from
media that do not reflect (and reinforce) their own beliefs, values, or interests. And
if they do come across materials that go against their values, they tend to dismiss
them as biased.

Multiple Use of Mass Media Content The example of a pre-teen seek-
ing interpretations of romance from four very different outlets—a movie series, a
television talk show, a musical record, and a magazine—raises an important point
about the four uses that people make of the mass media: the uses are not linked to
any particular medium or genre. If we take television as an example, we might be
tempted to suggest that enjoyment comes from certain sitcoms or adventure series,
that companionship comes from soap operas, that surveillance is achieved through
network and local news programs, and that interpretation can be found in Sunday
morning political talk shows such as Meet the Press, as well as from daily talk fests
such as Jerry Springer and The View. In fact, we may divide many kinds of con-
tent in these ways. Communication researchers point out, however, that individu-
als can get just about any gratification they are seeking from just about any
program—or any kind of mass media materials.’

You might find, for example, that you use the CBS Evening News for enjoy-
ment, surveillance, and interpretation. Enjoyment might come from the satisfac-
tion of watching reporters’ familiar faces day after day (is a little parasocial
interaction working here?); surveillance might be satisfied by reports from
different parts of the globe; and interpretation might flow from stray comments
by the reporters and those they interview about what ought to be done to solve
problems.

Mass Media, Culture, and Society

At the same time that mass media are fulfilling private desires for enjoyment,
companionship, surveillance, and interpretation, they often lead us to share the
materials we are reading and listening to with millions of people. This sharing is
made possible, of course, because of the industrial nature of the activity and its
technology of production and distribution. When complex organizations compris-
ing of many workers join together to use the latest technology to produce media,
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Millions of people around
the world saw Shrek in
theaters within a few
months of its release
thanks to global publicity
campaigns by Dreamworks
and Universal.
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those organizations have the potential to distribute the same message to huge num-
bers of people.

Consider the typical television broadcast of the Grammy Awards, the cere-
mony in which the recording industry honors its most successful talent. It is trans-
mitted via satellite from Los Angeles to broadcast television production facilities
in New York, then distributed “live” to every corner of the United States, as well
as to many parts of the world.

Or, consider a typical presidential news conference. It is covered by dozens
of newspaper reporters and television and radio news crews. Snippets of the
event will commonly end up confronting Americans around the country in
many different forms during that day and the next on the national news, on the
local news, in the morning paper, and throughout the day on hourly radio news
reports.

As a third, and slightly different example, consider a mega-hit film such as one
of the Shrek movies. Millions of people around the world saw it in theaters within
a few months of its release. In addition, word of the movie’s popularity sped around
the globe as Dreamworks and Universal, its joint domestic distributors, and
UIP, its distributor outside the United States, revved up a publicity and advertis-
ing machine. It peppered as many media outlets as possible with word of the
high-octane action and head-lopping digital effects.

Shrek, the presidential news conference, and the Grammy Awards represent
only three examples of activities that happen all the time in industrialized coun-
tries such as the United States. Linking large numbers of people to share the same
materials virtually instantly has become standard practice for the broadcast tele-
vision, Internet, radio, cable TV, and satellite television industries. Just as signifi-
cant is the sharing that takes place relatively more slowly when newspapers,
magazines, books, movies, billboards, and other mass media release their messages.
Because of mass media industries and their abilities to mass produce media con-
tent, millions of people within the United States and around the world can receive
the same messages within a fairly short time. Think about it: here are huge num-
bers of people who are physically separated from one another, have no obvious
relationship with one another, and most often are unknown to one another. Yet on
a daily basis they are watching the same news stories, listening to the same music,
and reading the same magazine articles.
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What is Culture?

We can understand why this large-scale sharing of messages is important by explor-
ing the cultural context in which the mass media operate. Culture is a very broad
term. When we use the term culture, we are talking about ways of life that are
passed on to members of a society through time and that keep the society together.
We typically use the word society to refer to large numbers of individuals, groups,
and organizations that live in the same general area and consider themselves con-
nected to one another through the sharing of a culture.

What is shared includes learned behaviors, beliefs, and values. A culture lays
out guidelines about who belongs to the society and what rules apply to them. It
provides guideposts about where and what to learn, where and how to work, how
to eat and sleep. It tells us how we should act toward family members, friends, and
strangers, and much, much more. In other words, a culture helps us make sense of
ourselves and our place in the world.

A culture provides people with ideas about the kinds of arguments concern-
ing particular subjects that are acceptable. In American culture, people would likely
feel that on certain topics (vegetarianism, for example), all sorts of positions are
acceptable, whereas on other topics (cannibalism, incest) the range of acceptable
views is much narrower. Moreover, American culture allows for the existence
of groups with habits that many people consider odd and unusual but not threat-
ening to the more general way of life. Such group lifestyles are called subcultures.
The Amish of Pennsylvania who live without modern appliances at home repre-
sent such a subculture, as do Catholic monks who lead a secluded existence devoted
to God.

For small populations living close together, people use interpersonal commu-
nication to share an awareness of their culture and to pass on that way of life to
the next generation. Consider campers and their counselors coming together in a
summer camp as an example of a culture. The counselors establish their leader-
ship over the campers by making sure everyone follows traditional rules. The coun-
selors threaten them with extra chores if they violate rules, and give them rewards
when they follow the rules. Traditional camp songs encourage campers to feel good
about the camp, to see themselves as connected to each other, and to want to return
year after year. Arguments over certain rules—like Friday night lights-out time—
may be tolerated, but arguments over other rules (for example, daily bunk inspec-
tion) are not. Subcultures considered dangerous aren’t tolerated. If campers decide
that they wanted to live alone in the woods instead of in the bunks, for example,
they would not be allowed to do that and would be punished if they disobeyed.

Mass Communication and Culture Thecamp’s culture provides the camp
society’s members with direct evidence of who belongs and what the rules are. In
places with large numbers of people—cities or countries, for example—such
notions cannot always be understood simply by looking around. The mass media
allow us to view clearly the ideas that people have about their broad cultural con-
nections with others, and where they stand in the larger society. When mass media
encourage huge numbers of people who are dispersed and unrelated to share the
same materials, they are focusing people’s attention on what is culturally impor-
tant to think about and to talk and argue with others about. In other words, mass
media create people’s common lived experiences, a sense of the common culture
and the varieties of subcultures acceptable to it.

The mass media present ideas of the culture in three broad and related ways:

(1) They direct people’s attention toward codes of acceptable behavior within

culture ways of life that

are passed on to members
of a society through time

and that keep the society

together

society large numbers of
individuals, groups, and
organizations that live in
the same general area and
consider themselves
connected to one another
through the sharing of a
culture

subcultures groups with
habits that many people
consider odd and unusual
but not threatening to the
more general way of life
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the society and how to talk about them, (2) they tell people what and who counts
in their world and why, and (3) they tell people what others think of them,
and what people “like themselves” think of others. Let’s look at each of the ways
separately.

The Mass Media Direct People’s Attention Toward the Codes of Acceptable
Bebavior Within Society and How to Talk About Them

A culture provides individuals with notions about how to approach the entire spec-
trum of life’s decisions, from waking to sleeping. It also gives people ideas about
the arguments concerning all these subjects that are acceptable. If you think about
the mass media from this standpoint, you’ll realize that this is exactly what they
do. Newspapers continually give us a look at how government works, as do
Internet sites such as Wonkette and Huffington Post. TV’s CSI series act out behav-
ior the police consider unacceptable and open up issues where the rules of police
and “criminal” behavior are contested or unclear. Magazine articles provide ideas,
and a range of arguments, about what looks attractive, and how to act toward the
opposite sex. We may personally disagree with many of these ideas. At the same
time, we may well realize that these ideas are shared and possibly accepted broadly
in society.

These cultural rules and arguments can be found in even the most sensational
mass media materials. You may have heard of, or remember, the first trial of O. J.
Simpson, the ex-football star and actor accused of murdering his wife and her
friend. The criminal prosecution, covered live on Court TV and the Cable News
Network (CNN), became zhe media event of the mid-1990s. Although some
observers dismissed the trial as sensationalist trash, others pointed out how it
paraded for viewers cultural rules and arguments about marriage, race, and vio-
lence. Years later, in 2006, anger erupted in many media outlets when Regan Books
announced that it would release a memoir by Simpson that would discuss how he
might have killed the two people. Commentators voiced the opinion that such a
book was taboo, and public indignation seemed so intense that the book com-
pany’s owner, News Corporation, decided not to release the title and recalled
printed copies from stores.

The Mass Media Tell What and Who Counts in Their World and Why

Mass media tell us who is “famous”—from movie stars to scientists—and give
us reasons why. They define the leaders to watch, from the U.S. president to reli-
gious ministers. News reports tell us who these people are in “real life.” Fictional
presentations such as books, movies, and TV dramas may tell us what they
(or people like them) do and are like. Many of the presentations are angrily criti-
cal or bitingly satirical; American culture allows for this sort of argumentation.
Through critical presentations or heroic ones, though, mass media presentations
offer members of the society a sense of the qualities that we ought to expect in
good leaders.

Fiction often shows us what leaders ought to be like—what values count in
the society. Actor Denzel Washington excels at playing law enforcement officers
who are courageous, smart, loyal, persevering, strong, and handsome; think, for
example, of the movies Déja Vu and Inside Man. Sometimes, mass media discus-
sions of fiction and nonfiction merge in curious ways. During the election of 2000,
for example, several mass media commentators noted that President Bartlett of the
then-popular West Wing TV drama would be a better choice than any of the real
candidates because of his better leadership qualities.
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The mass media can
connect us with people and
events far beyond the
confines of our own homes.

The Mass Media Help People to Understand Themselves and Their Connection
With, or Disconnection From Others

Am I leadership material? Am I good-looking? Am I more or less religious than
most people? Is what I like to eat what most people like to eat? Is my apartment
as neat as most people’s homes? How do I fit into the culture? Mass media allow
us, and sometimes even encourage us, to ask questions such as these. When we
read newspapers, listen to the radio, or watch TV we can’t help but compare our-
selves to the portrayals these media present. Sometimes we may shrug the compar-
isons off with the clear conviction that we simply don’t care if we are different
from people who are famous or considered “in.” Other times we might feel that
we ought to be more in tune with what’s going on; this may lead us to buy new
clothes or adopt a new hair style. Often, we might simply take in ideas of what the
world is like outside our direct reach and try to figure out how we fit in.

At the same time that the mass media get us wondering how we fit in, they
may also encourage feelings of connection with people whom we have never met.
Newscasters, textbooks, and even advertisements tell us that we are part of a nation
that extends far beyond what we can see. We may perceive that sense of connec-
tion differently depending on our personal interests. We may feel a bond of sym-
pathy with people in a U.S. city that the news shows ravaged by floods. We may
feel linked to people thousands of miles away that a website tells us share our polit-
ical opinions. We may feel camaraderie with Super Bowl viewers around the coun-
try, especially those rooting for the team we are supporting.

Similarly, we may feel disconnected from people and nations that mass media
tell us have belief systems that we do not share. U.S. news and entertainment are
filled with portrayals of nations, individuals, and types of individuals who, we are
told, do not subscribe to key values of American culture. Labels such as rogue
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stereotypes predictable
depictions that reflect (and
sometimes create) cultural
prejudices

political ideologies beliefs
about who should hold the
greatest power within a
culture
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nation, Nazi, communists, terrorists, and Islamic extremists suggest threats to an
American sense of decency. When mass media attach these labels to countries or
individuals, we may well see them as enemies of our way of life, unless we have
personal reasons not to believe the media portrayals.

Criticisms of Mass Media's Relation to Culture

Some social observers have been critical of the way mass media have used
their power as reflectors and creators of culture. One criticism is that mass
media present unfortunate prejudices about the world by systematically using
stereotypes—predictable depictions that reflect (and sometimes create) cultural
prejudices—and political ideologies—Dbeliefs about who should hold the greatest
power within a culture, and why. Another is that mass media detract from the
quality of American culture. A third criticism, related to the first two, is that
the mass media’s cultural presentations encourage political and economic
manipulation of their audiences.

Criticisms such as these have made people think deeply about the role that
mass media play in American culture. These criticisms do have their weak points.
Some might note that it is too simplistic to say that mass media detract from the
quality of American culture. Different parts of the U.S. population use the mass
media differently and, as a result, may confront different kinds of images. Related
to this point is the idea that people bring their own personalities to the materials
they read and watch. They are not simply passive recipients of messages. They
actively interpret, reshape, and even reject some of them.

Nevertheless, the observations about stereotypes, cultural quality and politi-
cal ideology should make us think about the power of mass media over our lives.
Many people—most people at one time or another—do seem to see the mass media
as mirroring parts of the society and the world beyond it, especially parts they do
not know first hand. Most people do accept what the mass media tell them in
news—and even in entertainment—about what and who counts in their world and
why. Many seem to believe that the mass media’s codes of acceptable behavior
accurately describe large numbers of people, even if the codes don’t describe their
own norms. And they accept the mass media’s images as starting points for under-
standing where they fit in society in relation to others and their connection with,
or disconnection from, others. They may disagree with these images, or think that
they shouldn’t exist. Nevertheless, the media images serve as starting points for
their concerns about, and arguments over, reality. We will have more to say about
critical views on the effects of media in Chapter 4.

Media Literacy

It is no exaggeration to say that everyone is influenced in one way or another by
mass media messages. Some people, though, have learned how to step back and
seriously examine the mass media’s role in their lives and in American life. The aim
of this book is to help you to be one of those people. The goal is not to make you
cynical and distrustful of all mass media. In the vast landscape of the media, there
is much to enjoy and appreciate. Instead, the goal is to help you think in an edu-
cated manner about the forces that shape the media and your relationships with
them so that you will better evaluate what you see and hear. The aim is to help you
to be media literate.
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There are very practical benefits to being media literate.

Consider your use of the Internet. Most Americans go online on a regular
basis, but research shows that they have little understanding of the privacy
policies of the websites they visit. As a media literate person—certainly
as someone who has read this book—you would know about website
privacy issues and how to take care not to give out private information about
yourself.

Consider your use of the TV set. Do you know that the United States is going
through a conversion to digital television that may make your TV obsolete?
Did you know that Americans who have the obsolete television sets can
apply for government funds to buy a special converter so that they can con-
tinue to receive over-the-air TV? As a media literate person, you would under-
stand why all this is happening and how to save money as a result of the
government program.

Consider that you are applying for a job working for a media firm, or a posi-
tion that requires you to relate to media personnel. The person who interviews
you may test your knowledge of the business by using industry terms and
discussing new developments. Would you know how to engage in an ener-
getic conversation on the present and future of new and traditional media
industries? If you were media literate, you would.

More generally, being media literate can be satisfying and fun. For example,

knowing movie history can make watching films fascinating because you will be

able to notice historical and technical features of the films that you wouldn’t have

otherwise noticed. Having a comparative understanding of different forms of news

can help you think more clearly about what you can expect from journalism today

and how it is changing. Understanding the forces that shape formulas and genres,

and the social controversies around stereotyping and violence, can make playing

even the most predictable video games and watching even the most hackneyed

television shows jumping-off points for thinking critically about yourself in rela-

tion to images of others in society. All these and other media activities can also

start important conversations between you and your friends about the directions

of our culture and your place in it. That, in turn, can help you become a more

aware and responsible citizen—parent, voter, worker—in our media-driven

society (see Figure 1.5).
literacy the ability to
effectively comprehend and

Foundations of Media Literacy use messages that are
expressed in written or
When we speak about literacy, we mean the ability to effectively comprehend and printed symbols, such as
use messages that are expressed in written or printed symbols, such as letters. When  letters
we speak about media literacy, however, we mean something broader. To quote the o 3
National Leadership Conference on Media Literacy, it is “the ability to access, ana- ~ Media literacy the ablility
. . . »6 to apply critical thinking
lyze, evaluate and communicate messages in a variety of forms. ) .
. .. . . skills to the mass media,
There are many views of exactly what media literacy is and what it can do thereby becoming a more
for peopls:. It seems, however, tha"c most scho.lars woul‘d accept the following six 7 o responsible
“foundation principles” for teaching people literacy skills.” We have already been  (jtizen—parent, voter,
building these principles in this chapter, so you will be familiar with the ideas worker—in our media-
behind them. driven society
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Figure 1.5
Constructing Media
Literacy

Steps to becoming a media
literate citizen.
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Principle 1: Media Materials are Constructed

As we already know, when we read newspapers, watch TV, and surf the Web we
should continually be aware that what we are seeing and hearing is not any kind
of pure reality. Rather, it is a construction—that is, a human creation that presents
a kind of script about the culture.

Principle 2: Media Materials are Created and Distributed Within a Commercial
Environment

When we try to understand media materials as human-created cultural scripts, we
must look at many considerations that surround and affect the humans who are
involved in creating and releasing the media materials. We have already noted in
this chapter that mass media materials are produced by organizations that exist in
a commercial setting. The need to bring in revenues, often to sell advertising, is fore-
most in the minds of those who manage these organizations. In forthcoming chap-
ters we will elaborate on what this means and how it affects the media products.

Principle 3: Media Materials are Created and Distributed Within a Political
Environment

“Political” refers to the way a society is governed. When it comes to mass media,
the term refers to a variety of activities. These range from the specific regulations
that governments place on mass media, to decisions by courts about what restric-
tions the government can place on the media, to the struggle by various interest
groups to change what media do (often using government leverage). For many
media observers, being aware that media operate within a political environment
leads to the idea that this environment deeply influences the media content itself.
To them, it means being aware that the ideas in the media have political implica-
tions—that they are ideological.
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Principle 4: Mass Media Present Their Ideas Within Primary Genres

of Entertainment, News, Information, Education, and Advertising

Media scholar Patricia Aufterheide and others note that every medium—the tele-
vision, the movie, the magazine—has its own codes and conventions, its own ways
of presenting cultural reality. Although you probably haven’t thought about it, it’s
a good bet that you recognize the differences between the way these media do
things. A report of a presidential press conference looks different depending on
whether it was written for a newspaper or a magazine, presented on TV as news,
described on a website’s blog, or put together for the big screen. You probably also
recognize, though, that mass media are similar in some of their approaches to pre-
senting the world. The most important commonality is that they organize the world
into a number of basic storytelling forms that we recognize as entertainment, news,
information, education, and advertising.

Principle 5: People are Active Recipients of Media Messages

As we noted earlier, the process of meaning-making out of media forms consists

of an interaction between the reader and the materials. People bring their own per-

sonalities to the materials they read and watch. They may get angry at some ideas E}
and reject or change them. We also noted, though, that emphasizing the input of

the individual does not take away from the broad social importance of the

media. Because so many people share mass media materials, we might expect that

large segments of the society see mass media as having cultural importance for the

society as a whole. That realization points to the final foundation principle.

Principle 6: Media Representations Play a Role in the Way Society Understands
its Reality

People may like what they see about their society or they may complain about
it. They may want people to view media images about themselves and others,

Media literacy allows you
to examine the forces and
influences behind the
media you consume on

a daily basis.
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or they fear that others will be influenced by presentations (for example,
stereotypes and violence) in ways that could cause problems. Even with an
active audience, then, mass media hold crucial importance for society’s visions
of itself.

Media Literacy Skills

While it is important to understand the foundational principles of media literacy,
there are skills you’ll need to acquire if you are to make use of those elements in
your daily life. They are presented below, along with some of the questions you
should be able to answer if you have those skills:

An Understanding of the Commercial Forces Behind Media Materials

How do firms in various media industries make money? How exactly does adver-
tising fit into that? What role does market research play in the activities of media
producers and distributors? How do all these activities influence actual mass media
materials and how do I know when they do?

An Awareness of Political Influences That Shape Media Materials

What are current political issues relating to the regulation of media industries?
How is the federal government approaching the regulation of new media such as
the Internet? What roles do states and local communities play in regulation of the
mass media? What are ways to think about the ideological messages in mass media
materials?

An Ability to Examine Media Content Systematically for Broadly Cultural as
well as Specifically Commercial and Political Meanings

How do we systematically examine news, entertainment, and advertising from var-
ious critical perspectives? How, for example, can we see the popularity of the Fox
TV show American Idol as a reflection of broad trends in American culture? To
what extent can we see the show as a product of the network’s particular commer-
cial situation within the changing TV industry? And to what extent can we see it
as an ideological statement about the American people’s readiness to vote when
they are enthusiastic about a person or topic?

An Ability to Think Through the Ethical Implications of Media Firms’ Activities
How do we explore and analyze the moral dilemmas that might be created
as a result of commercial or political pressures that weigh on mass media organi-
zations? Consider sexist and racist gangsta rap as an example. The music can
be very profitable. Some observers insist, however, that producing and distribut-
ing such music is immoral. Others argue that the music reflects a part of U.S. cul-
ture that should not be swept under the rug. What is an executive to do?
How should firms systematically think about such issues? How should consumers
respond to them?

An Understanding of Research on the Mass Media’s Implications for the
Individual and Society

What have scholars learned over the years about the effects of violent program-
ming on children? How much do people really learn from news programs? What
kinds of conversations do people have about what they watch and read? What can
cultural historians tell us about the long-term effects of media such as the book
and the television on society?
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An Awareness of Ways the Public Can Influence the Production and
Distribution of Mass Media Materials

How can a group concerned about certain media images complain effectively about
that material? How can the group add its pressures to the many industrial and
political pressures on media organizations in ways that will be make its arguments
effective? What constitutional and moral issues might be relevant here?

Becoming a Media Literate Person

Once you understand the foundational elements of media literacy, and have devel-
oped key media literacy skills, you are on your way to becoming a media literate
person. Based on what we have just discussed, you can see that a media literate
person is:

Knowledgeable about the influences that guide media organizations
Up-to-date on political issues relating to the media

Sensitive to ways of seeing media content as a means of learning about
culture

Sensitive to the ethical dimensions of media activities

Knowledgeable about scholarship regarding media effects

Able to enjoy media materials in a sophisticated manner

Questioning Media Trends

For executives and would-be executives, understanding the strategies of multi-
media conglomerates can mean the difference between a successful career and
failure. But changes in the media business affect more than just the fortunes of
the people who work in the business. For members of the media literate public,
the power held by the mass media raises a host of social issues. Here are just
a few:

Do media conglomerates have the ability to control what we receive over a
variety of media channels? If so, do they use that ability?

Are portrayals of sex and violence increasing in the new media environment,
as some critics allege? Do media organizations have the power to lower the
amount of sex and violence? Would they do it if they could?

Does the segmentation of audiences by media companies lead to gr
that those firms consider more attractive, getting better advertising discot%
and greater diversity of content than groups that those firms consider less
important? If so, what consequences will that have for social tensions and the
ability of parts of society to share ideas with one another?

What (if anything) should be done about the increasing ability of mass
media firms to invade people’s privacy by storing information they gain
when they interact with them? Should the federal government pass laws
that force companies to respect people’s privacy, or should we leave it
up to corporate self-regulation? What do we know about the history of cor-
porate self-regulation that would lead us to believe that it would or wouldn’t
work in this situation?

Should global media companies adapt to the cultural values of the nations in
which they work, even if those values infringe upon free press and free speech?
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Our exploration of these and related questions will take us into topics that
you may not associate with the mass media business—for example, mobile tele-
phones, toys, games, and supermarkets. It will also sometimes take us far beyond
the United States, because American mass media companies increasingly operate
globally. They influence non-U.S. firms around the world and are influenced by
them. As we will see, their activities have sparked controversies in the United States
and abroad that will likely intensify as the twenty-first century unfolds.

CHAPTER REVIEW

34

For an interactive chapter recap and study guide, visit the companion website for
Media Today at www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND CRITICAL THINKING

1 What are the similarities and differences between different forms of commu-
nication?

2 Give an example of a way that a mass media production firm has purposefully
used “noise.”

3  Why is it useful to see an audience as “constructed” rather than as objectively
real?

4 As newspaper companies cut staff in order to keep up their profits, some
observers believe that the investigative report is one genre of journalism that
will get less attention. Why would they think that? What might that mean for
journalism and for journalism’s role in society?

5 Of the forms of funding when production is already complete, advertising is
the most common. Why do you think that is?

INTERNET RESOURCES

Action Coalition for Media Education (http://acmecoalition.org)
A network of educators, students, health professionals, journalists, media-
makers, parents, activists, and other citizens joined as a member-supported,
independent, nonprofit, continental, educational coalition.

Center for Media Literacy (http://www.medialit.org)
A pioneer in its field, the Center for Media Literacy is a nonprofit educational
organization that provides leadership, public education, professional develop-
ment, and educational resources nationally.

Media Awareness Network (http://www.media-awareness.ca/english/)
The Media Awareness Network is home to one of the world’s most comprehen-
sive collections of media education and Internet literacy resources.
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Media Education Foundation (http//www.mediaed.org)
The Media Education Foundation produces and distributes documentary films
and other educational resources to inspire critical reflection on the social, polit-

ical and cultural impact of American mass media.

KEY TERMS

You can find the definitions to these key terms in the marginal glossary through-
out this chapter. Test your knowledge of these terms with interactive flash cards

on the Media Today companion website.

audience fragmentation
channels

commodities

convergence

culture

decoding

encoding

feedback

industrial nature

industry

innovation

interpersonal communication
interpretation

intrapersonal communication
literacy

mass media

mass media outlets

mass production process
media literate

mediated interpersonal
communication

medium

messages

noise

organizational communication

parasocial interaction

political ideologies

public communication

receiver

research and development (R&D)

small group communication

social currency

society

source

stereotypes

subcultures

surveillance

transmitter
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CONSTRUCTING MEDIA LITERACY

1 Can you think of entertainment (as opposed to news) content that you have
used for surveillance or interpretation?

2 What are some ways in which the mass media have given you a sense of con-
nection with or disconnection from others in the United States or in the rest
of the world?

3 Do you agree or disagree with the criticisms of the mass media? Why or
why not?

4 In view of the “foundation principles” of media literacy presented in this
chapter, how media literate do you think you are at present? Explain your
answer.

CASE STUDY The Media as Social Currency

The idea How much do media really influence what people discuss with you?
This study will help you begin to find out by tracking how often people bring up
media-related topics with you over the course of a day.

The method The challenge will be to get some sense of a day’s media-related
conversations that people initiate with you. The trick will be to keep a record of
what people talk to you about from the media, but without encouraging them to
do it and without making them so self-conscious that they will stop right away or
refrain from doing it again during the day. Here are suggestions about how to go
about it:

1 Prepare a small notebook that you can carry in your pocket or pocketbook.
On each page write the following categories with room to fill them in: Time,
Who, Topic, How Long?

2 Go through your day normally. Each time a person (or people) brings up a
topic that in some way or other relates to something they clearly say they saw
or heard in the media (for example, in the news or in an ad), or that they clearly
think you saw or heard in the media, pay particular attention. Involve your-
self in the conversation as you normally would. When the conversation has
ended and the others involved have left (or if you can absent yourself for a bit)
get out your notebook and fill in the topics on the page: what time did the
media-related conversation start, who was involved as speaker(s) and lis-
tener(s), what did they talk about, and for how long? Remember that listen-
ers can also be speakers, and that a conversation can have far more than a
single media-related topic.

3 For the purpose of this study, you should note only media-related conversa-
tions people initiate with you. The reason is that you might go out of your way
to initiate such activities and that would make the results hard to generalize.
Make sure, though, to include mediated conversations—for example, phone
calls, Skype calls, text messages, and email—that people use to discuss media
with you or to direct you to websites or other media.
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You might also write notes about topics of conversation that you think origi-
nated from the media but where the speaker did not clearly note the connec-
tion. A person might talk about the war in Iraq, for example, but not say that
she learned about it from the media. In fact, the story may have come from a
friend who saw it on TV.

The next day, pull out your notebook, and make a table that notes each occur-
rence and what you wrote about each one. Separate the clear cases from the
ones that aren’t explicit. Write a short (two-page) essay summarizing the find-
ings. What might this mean about media’s role in the way people interact with
you? Compare your findings with the findings of others in the class, and try
to figure out why they are similar or different.
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After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

Recognize how mass media personnel consider the audience an integral part of business concerns

Describe the primary genres of the materials created by various mass media industries

Identify and discuss the processes of producing, distributing, and exhibiting materials in mass
media industries

Explain the way media firms finance the production, distribution, and exhibition of media
materials

Harness your media literacy skills to evaluate what this means to you as a media consumer




“If anyone said we were in the radio business, it wouldn’t be someone from our company. We’re not in the

business of providing news and information. We’re not in the business of providing well-researched music.

We’re simply in the business of selling our customers’ products.”

— Lowry MAYs, CLEAR CHANNEL CEO

As we discussed in Chapter 1, understanding the
changing media system and the issues surrounding it
can help us to be responsible citizens—parents, vot-
ers, workers—in our media-driven society. If you
know how news is created, you might be able to read
a paper or watch a TV news magazine with a much
keener sense of what’s going on. If you know how
TV entertainment shows get on the air, and how and
why the firms that produce them are changing, you
may be able to come up with strategies for influenc-
ing those changes that will benefit social groups that
you care about. If you are aware of the strategies of
media conglomerates, you may have a better under-
standing of why certain companies want to move
into certain businesses, and be able to decide whether
the government officials you voted for are doing the
right thing by allowing or not allowing them to do
that.

The difficulty with getting up to speed on these
topics is that understanding the mass media industry
can be a bewildering experience. Let’s say, for exam-
ple, that community leaders in the neighborhood
where you live have begun to complain about bill-
board advertising because of the overwhelming num-
ber of signs featuring sexual images or advertising
beer. In order to help a community group petition
billboard company executives to change their com-
panies’ ad policies, you decide you must learn about
the billboard business. You quickly find that bill-
boards are part of a large and growing “outdoor
advertising” industry. Moreover, you learn that mass
media conglomerates own some of the biggest com-

panies in the industry. These conglomerates also run
several radio stations and other media outlets in your
city.

You are faced with a number of crucial questions
here. First, how do you begin to get enough of a
grasp on the outdoor advertising industry to learn
about the factors that affect its policies for accepting
ads and how those policies can be changed? Second,
is the local radio business tied to some of the goals
of the outdoor firms, and, if so, does that make it
harder or easier to influence ad policies? Third, in
terms of your interest in changing outdoor advertis-
ing policies, is it relevant that the mass media con-
glomerates own both the outdoor firms and radio
stations? If so, how?

You want to learn as much as possible about the
outdoor advertising industry to understand how its
policies on beer and sex can be changed. But should
you also learn about the radio industry and the con-
glomerates? If so, what should you learn? And where
do you start? Must you conduct research on each
industry separately, as if the activities in one indus-
try cannot help you understand the activities in
another? If that’s the case, you may find yourself
thinking that it’s not worth the time and effort.

This chapter aims to assure you that becoming
knowledgeable about the business of mass media is
not as intimidating as it may sound. By learning a
small number of general points about the mass media
business, you will understand particular conglomer-
ates and mass media industries much better than if
you started from scratch every time.
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content the material that
a mass media firm produces,
distributes, or exhibits.
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The Economy of Mass Media

In its 2006 Communications Industry Forecast, the highly regarded Veronis
Suhler Stevenson (VSS) consulting firm estimated that 2005 spending on
media had reached $896.94 billion.! That number will give you one sense of
the large overall size of the media business. As we move through this book, we
will see that the revenues of individual media industries come to tens of billions
of dollars, and sometimes far more. Table 2.1 gives you another sense of the
media economy by presenting the revenues of the five biggest media firms.
As the table notes, those five companies alone brought in almost $97 billion
in 200S.

How does one begin to examine such large industries and companies? Well,
no matter what its size or what specific industry or industries it operates in, any
mass media organization must be concerned with six primary activities:

Production Distribution
Exhibition Audience research
Finance Government regulation

These six activities are related to five major genres of content, the material that a
mass media firm produces, distributes, or exhibits. These five genres are:

Entertainment News
Information Education
Advertising

Success with the right audience is crucial if a mass media organization is to con-
tinue operating. So let’s look at the way mass media people think about, and con-
duct research on, the audiences for the content that their companies produce,
distribute, exhibit, or finance.

Table 2.1 The Top Five Largest U.S. Media Companies, by Revenue, 2005

Rank Company Revenue
1 Time Warner $33,728
2 Comcast Corp. $22,078
3 Walt Disney Co. $17,154
4 News Corp. $12,563
5 NBC Universal (General Electric Co.) $12,437

Notes: Dollars in millions. The revenues for the first four firms include all their subsidiaries. The
revenues for the fifth just include the revenues for NBC Universal, which is the media subsidiary of
the General Electric Company.

Source: Advertising Age. http://adage.com/datacenter/datapopup.php?article_id=112269
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The Role of the Audience

No media business can exist without content that attracts consumers, or audiences. audiences the people to
When mass media personnel speak of their audience, they mean the people to ~ whom a media product is
whom they are directing their products. Media practitioners—the people who select ~ directed

or create the material that a mass media firm produces, distributes, or exhibits—
are keenly aware that the kinds of content they produce, distribute, and exhibit
must be attractive to audiences if money is to flow their way instead of to their

media practitioners the
people who select or create
i the material that a mass
competitors. media firm produces,

But audiences pose enormous risks as well as great opportunities for success distributes or exhibits

for media practitioners. There are three questions they must answer:

1 How should we think about our audience? How should we define our audi-
ence?

2 Will the material we are thinking of creating, distributing, or exhibiting to
attract that audience generate adequate revenues?

3 Were the people we thought would be attracted to our products in fact attracted
to our products? Why or why not?

Thinking About Audiences and Defining Target Audiences Executives
who are charting the direction of media firms do not think about the members of
their audience in the same way that they think about themselves. Take, for exam-
ple, Kaya. She thinks of herself in a number of ways—as a hard worker who jug-
gles her communication studies major with her twenty-hour-a-week job at a local
restaurant; as a caring daughter who visits her parents twice a week; as a moder-
ate churchgoer (about two Sundays a month); as a girlfriend who tries to make
time for her boyfriend, Omar, in her busy week; as a loyal friend who tries hard
to keep up with high school classmates by using the phone and email.

Now consider how executives at a magazine that Kaya gets—say, Time—think
of her. Of course, it’s very unlikely that they would know her personally. In fact,
they are not really thinking specifically about Kaya at all. Instead, the character-
istics that describe Kaya for Time are those that Time executives can use when they
parade clusters of readers in front of potential advertisers as types of people the
advertisers can reach through their magazine. The magazine got some of its data
from a questionnaire that Kaya filled out after she received a student discount to
the periodical. Other data came from lists that the magazine bought from compa-
nies that bring together information about millions of people and sell that infor-
mation to media firms.

To Time, Kaya is (among other things) in the 18-34 age group, female, a stu-
dent, a small-car owner, unmarried, childless, an apartment renter, an earner of
$30,000 a year, the possessor of two credit cards, an avid moviegoer, not a big TV
watcher, and someone who has taken at least three airplane trips in the past two
years. As you can see, Time’s way of characterizing Kaya is quite different from the
way she describes herself. Time knows nothing about Kaya’s loyalty to her friends,
her parents, and her boyfriend. Nor does the company track her interest in com-
munication studies or her churchgoing. Part of the reason is that Time simply
doesn’t have this information. But the major reason is that Time collected the infor-
mation it does have about Kaya because these are some of the characteristics that
major advertisers consider when they think about buying space in magazines. A car
manufacturer who is thinking of advertising in the magazine doesn’t care how many
times a month Kaya goes to church or whether she visits her parents. The car man-
ufacturer does care about her age, her gender, her income, and the kind of car she
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adequate revenue enough
cash to allow the enterprise
to pay for itself and give
the owners or bankers who
put up the money the
desired return on their
investment

line an assortment of
products with a particular,
predetermined format

targeted created to
appeal to particular
segments of society rather
than the population as a
whole
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presently owns because it believes this information predicts the likelihood that
she can be convinced to buy its brand. Kaya’s age and student status make her
attractive to advertisers like car manufacturers even though she doesn’t make a
lot of money; they believe these factors indicate that she will make a lot more
some day.

Because Time magazine gets at least half of its revenue from advertising, its
executives want to keep subscribers who are attractive to advertisers, so they use
the information they have about Kaya and subscribers like her, and about other
groups of subscribers that they have identified as being attractive to advertisers,
to help them decide what kinds of materials in the magazine will keep these peo-
ple as subscribers. These identified and selected population segments, then, become
the desired audience for the media vehicle (in this case, the magazine). Once exec-
utives have identified the target segments, they try to learn things about them that
will lead to increasing sales. That, in turn, leads to more research to understand
the groups. Figure 2.1 illustrates this process by focusing on Kaya. The example
assumes that Time marketers are attracted by what they know about Kaya and
want her to be part of their audience. If they didn’t find Kaya and people with
characteristics like hers attractive as consumers, they would produce content that
would speak to different interests and that might drive Kaya away, rather than
encourage her to renew her subscription.

Thinking about the audience, then, means learning to think of people prima-
rily as consumers of media materials and other products. For media professionals,
thinking about people in this way requires a combination of intuition and solid
knowledge of the marketplace. As the example of Kaya and Time magazine sug-
gests, when advertisers contribute all or part of a firm’s revenue stream, the firm’s
executives have two challenges: they have to create content that will attract audi-
ences, and they must also make sure that the content and the audience it brings in
will be attractive to advertisers so that money flows its way, instead of to its com-
petitors. To do this, they need to decide whether enough advertisers want to reach
that audience in order to provide adequate revenue—enough cash to allow the
enterprise to pay for itself and give the owners or bankers who put up the money
the desired return on their investment.

Sometimes, in fact, media executives reverse the order of the questions.
They first ask which audiences advertisers want to reach, and then look for
ways to attract those audiences. ABC television network executives know, for
example, that advertisers covet viewers in the 18-34 age group from 8 to 11 p.m.
That basic premise guides much of their thinking about the programming deci-
sions. All the production firms that work with the network know that they must
come up with ideas that will be a magnet to that age group. (Think Grey’s Anatomy
and the rest of ABC’s Thursday night schedule to get a concrete sense of what
this means.)

This can get quite complex, but the most important questions executives ask
are often quite basic. Say, for example, a greeting card company president wants
his firm to create a new line—a new assortment of products with a particular, pre-
determined format. Should the company aim the line at everybody? That plan prob-
ably wouldn’t work out well, since in recent years the lines offered by greeting card
companies have been quite targeted: they have been written and drawn to appeal
to particular segments of society rather than to the population as a whole. Well,
then, what segments should be the targets? Women or men; the rich, the middle
class, or the poor; Asians, Latinos, whites, or blacks; people who live in the east-
ern United States or those who live in the Midwest—or some combination of these
and other categories?
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Kaya
information

Kaya sees her interests

Kaya decides to (continue
reflected in Time mmp to) subscribe to Time

Time magazine gets

m=p information about Kaya
from Kaya and other
places.
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Based on considerations of Time marketing personnel
advertisers and subscribers,
Time's publishers decides
whether the categories to

magazine.

o

Time's publisher and
editors decide to “update”
their approach to content
in order to attract the

magazine.

about Kaya. She is now
part of Time's “audience.”

audiences in the most <= Which Kaya belongs are  qum
important and, if so, what

the audience with those
categories wants from

the magazine.

important categories. They
have identified Kaya as
belonging to some of
these.

Figure 2.1

Kaya and the Constructed Audience

The ways in which executives at Time view their readers
and the way in which Time's readers view themselves are
very different.

Therefore, many companies spend a lot of energy deciding which audiences
they should pursue, what those audiences’ characteristics are, and what those audi-
ences like and don’t like. Executives try to verify their intuitions and control their
risks with research. In conducting this research, they think about the types of peo-
ple who make up their audience—that is, they construct their audience—in three
broad ways: through demographics, psychographics, and lifestyle categories.

Demographics

The use of demographics is one of the simplest and most common ways to
construct audiences. The term demographics refers to characteristics by which peo-
ple are divided into particular social categories. Media executives focus on those
characteristics, or factors, which they believe are most relevant to understanding
how and why people use their medium. Demographic indicators include such fac-
tors as age, gender, occupation, ethnicity, race, and income (see Figure 2.2).

Psychographics

A second way to differentiate groups is by psychographics, or categorizing people
on the basis of their attitudes, personality types, or motivations. Consider the man-
agement of an interior design magazine that wants advertisers to understand its
readership beyond the familiar demographics of “high income,” “age thirty and
up,” and “homeowners.” The magazine executives hire a research firm to inter-

categorize the information

demographics
characteristics by which
people are divided into
particular social categories

demographic indicators
factors such as age, gender,
occupation, ethnicity, race,
and income

psychographics a way to
differentiate among people
or groups by categorizing
them according to their
attitudes, personality types,
or motivations
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Popular shows like ABC's
Grey’s Anatomy attract key
audiences for advertisers.

[ |
view a large number of subscribers and create psychological profiles of them. The
researchers find that the readers can be divided into three psychographic types:
comparers (20 percent of subscribers), who like to read the magazine to see how
their furniture stacks up against the pieces on the pages; idea hunters (40 percent
of subscribers), who read it to help them with their own decorating; and art lovers
(40 percent), who subscribe because they love the beautiful furniture that appears
in the magazine each month. The researchers also find that the three psychographic
categories differ in terms of the length of time people remain subscribers. Those
General
demographic
indicators Specific demographic indicators
Under 18 25 to 35 45 to 65
years old years old years old
Women Men
Figure 2.2
Demographic Indicators
Demo hic indicators, . African . .
: graphicin |'ca o.rs Caucasian American Hispanic
like those shown in this
figure, help media
executives group
individuals into categories $10,000 $30,000 $100,000
. . to $25,000 to $50,000 to $120,000
that will be most attractive a year a year a year

to their target advertisers.
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( Within the targeted demographic of people who: b

« Earn a high income
- Are of age 30 and up
» Own their own homes

The following three psychographic types have been identified:

« Middle income

« Age 45 and up Comparers (20% of subscribers)
« Renters Characteristics:
\ « Read and subscribe to the magazine to see how the
furniture they currently own stacks up against the

Targeted
demographic
+ High income
. Agge 30 and up Idea Hunters (40% of subscribers)
' Characteristics:

Homeowners + Read and subscribe to the magazine to help them

improve their own decorating skills and approaches.
+ Subscribe for 2 years on average.

pieces in the magazine.

. « Subscribe for 3 years on average.
« Low income

» Age 30 and up
« Homeowners

« Student « High income
(no income) « Age 20-25 Art Lovers (40% of subscribers)
. Age 18-25 * Renters Characteristics: i .
. Renters « Read and subscribe to the magazine because they love

the beautiful furniture that is displayed each month.
« Subscribe for 5 years on average.

Demographic analysis:

readers of interior design magazines Psychographic analysis of the

targeted demographic

Figure 2.3

Psychographic Indicators

Psychographic indicators can help media executives further shape their product to
attract the audience members their advertisers seek.

readers who are classified as art lovers stay the longest time (an average of five
years), while those classified as idea hunters stay the shortest time (two years), with
the comparers in the middle (three years). The magazine executives can use this
construction of the audience to shape their articles to appeal to the comparers
and art lovers and to find advertisers that are interested in any of the groups (see
Figure 2.3).

Lifestyle Categories
The third broad way to describe media audiences is by using lifestyle categories— lifestyle categories
finding activities in which potential audiences are involved that mark them as dif-  activities in which potential
ferent from others in the audience or in the population at large. Suppose, for ~ audiences are involved that
example, that the interior design magazine conducts another research study that ~ Mark them as different
finds that its readers go to restaurants, own expensive cars, and travel outside the from Others in the
United States far more than the average for the U.S. population. In this way, the population at large
magazine’s employees are categorizing readers from a lifestyle point of view.

Keep in mind that what media professionals learn about their audiences
through research is relevant only if it relates to making money by attracting adver-
tisers or by keeping them as audience members. The lifestyle characteristics
that our fictional interior design magazine found are terrific—just the sort that will
attract major automobile, airline, hotel and restaurant advertisers. The demograph-
ics and psychographics are also useful for getting sponsors as well as for thinking
about the kind of content that will keep particular groups as part of the audience.

Creating Content to Attract the Target Audience A key challenge
for many people who work in mass media industries is knowing what kind of con-
tent to present to their audiences, and how to present it. While this may seem
straightforward, it actually involves quite a bit of selection, thought, and risk.
Suppose you are in charge of programming for CBS; that is, setting the televi-
sion schedule for the coming year. Your job is to set up the menu of shows that
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track record the previous
successes or failures of a
product, person, or
organization

research and development
(R&D) departments within
companies that explore new
ideas and generate new
products and services,
systematically investigating
potential sources of revenue
through surveys, focus
groups, or the analysis of
existing data

surveys a research tool
that seeks to ask a certain
number of carefully chosen
people the same questions
individually over the phone
or in person

focus group an
assemblage of eight to ten
carefully chosen people
who are asked to discuss
their habits and opinions
about one or more topics

analysis of existing data a
systematic investigation into
the potential audience for
the material (who they are,
where they are, how much
they like the idea, how
much they will pay for it)
and the competitors (who
they are, how similar their
products are, how powerful
they are)
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the owners of CBS hope will attract tens of millions of viewers to their airwaves
every day. Quite a daunting task, isn’t it? For one thing, you must try to get a
thorough understanding of the audiences your company wants to attract—who
they are and what they like. For another, you have to have a strong grasp of the
kinds of materials that may be available to meet audience interests at different
times of the day. What will grab people’s attention? Who can create it? How do
you even begin to determine whether the ideas that potential creators pitch to you
will succeed?

Sometimes the answers to these questions are based on the intuitions and expe-
riences of the executives in charge. To lower their risk, they may choose creators
with good track records—that is, a history of successes. They may also choose to
produce material that is similar to other material that has recently been success-
ful. For example, if a comedy/horror movie aimed at young adults has recently
been successful at the box office, executives might search for another film of the
same type, hoping that lightning will strike twice.

When a lot of money is at stake (and it usually is), executives often turn to
research and development (R&D) activities to systematically investigate potential
sources of revenue. These activities involve learning about the leisure habits of dif-
ferent audiences through a number of tools, including surveys, focus groups, or
the analysis of existing data.

In surveys, a certain number of carefully chosen people are asked the same
questions individually over the phone or in person. A focus group is an assemblage
of eight to ten carefully chosen people who are asked to discuss their habits and
opinions about one or more topics. The analysis of existing data involves system-
atic investigation of the potential audience for certain kinds of content (who they
are, where they are, how much they like the idea, how much they will pay for it)
and the competitors (who they are, how similar their products are, how powerful
they are). Based on these results, executives must decide what kinds of materials
to create and how—and whether their proposed budget is adequate to create the
product and market it successfully against the competition.

Black Entertainment Television (BET) provides an example. In the 1990s, exec-
utives of this cable service were aware that African-Americans tend to watch tel-
evision substantially more than other Americans. They also learned that
African-Americans accounted for about 20 percent of the audience for HBO, the
major cable movie channel supported by monthly subscriber fees. African-
Americans’ presence in that audience was more than 7 percentage points higher
than their presence in the general population. These figures were among the data
that led BET to embark upon a new pay-cable service aimed specifically at the
African-American audience.

Measuring the Content’s Success with the Target Audience You might
think that all of the questions about whether the mass media material will fly with
audiences finally get answered when the material is created and released. Actually,
determining whether or not the content that the company puts out is a success with
the existing or desired audience can be simple or difficult, depending on the mass
medium and the exact questions asked. The seemingly simple part may involve
counting the sales—how many magazines or movie tickets were sold. In cases where
sales are not involved, such as with radio, broadcast television, and the Web, rat-
ings companies conduct regular surveys to count audiences in order to help exec-
utives determine how many people watched particular programs. As we will see
later in the text, however, neither counting sales nor conducting ratings surveys is
really a simple activity.
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Have you ever considered how much your name is worth?
Of course, to us, our name is our identity; it's who we are
and how people know us. When we meet someone new,
we can freely give that person our name as a sign of friend-
ship. But we can also withhold our name, or information
about ourselves, if we don't want to talk to that person
again.

Information about who you are is worth a lot of money to
marketers. InfoUSA, a database marketing firm, has col-
lected information on more than 210 million individuals.
Customers can access infoUSAs databases online through
their Sales Genie service, which costs between $75 and
$180 per month. Another company, CAS Marketing
Solutions, sells lists of consumer information for as little as
$35 per thousand names.

For these database companies, your name, along with your
accompanying information, is a commodity. These corpora-
tions have assembled massive databases to store knowl-
edge about you from the purchases that you have made,
information you have given out, or even which sites you visit
on the Web.

CAS Marketing Solutions claims to have “psychographic
data that defines the lifestyle characteristics, behavior and
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product interests of individuals” based on social roles, inter-
ests, and hobbies. For example, they may classify you based
on the type of music you like, the books you read, the pets
you own, even the type of food you like to eat.

Information like this is valuable to a wide range of marketers
for it can give them a strong idea of who you are and what
you are likely to buy in the future.

Your name can be bought and sold, just as you buy and sell
a CD or a car. Such transactions occur without your know-
ing that people are making money off your name.

Nevertheless, counting sales and audiences is a lot easier than determining why
a media product succeeded or failed. There may be many reasons, only some of
which have to do with the attractiveness of the content itself. Executives often try
to find out what went wrong—or what went right—so that they can avoid future
mistakes and/or repeat past successes. That sometimes involves conducting focus
groups or surveys to gauge the intended audience’s opinions. Often, though, exec-
utives discuss their failures and successes with one another. They try to figure out
what elements led to success and which led to failure. This is not at all “scientific,”
but it’s often the best that people whose business it is to select or create mass media
content can do.

The Primary Genres

When media practitioners try to determine how to choose or produce content
that is appropriate for the audiences they want to reach, they must do so with an
understanding of the major categories of content from which they can build their
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intend to entertain as well
as make serious political
points.
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genres major categories of

media content

entertainment material
that grabs the audience’s
attention and leaves
agreeable feelings, as
opposed to challenging
their views of themselves
and the world

subgenres subcategories
of media content genres
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material. Major categories of media content are called genres. A genre is a cate-
gory of artistic composition, as in music or literature, marked by a distinctive style,
form, or content.? The primary genres that media practitioners discuss are enter-
tainment, news, information, education, and advertising. Let’s first take a look at
the primary genres.

Entertainment

The word entertainment derives from the Latin tenere, which means “to hold or
keep steady, busy, or amused.” The notion of making money by keeping an audi-
ence steady, busy, or amused remains central to those in the business of entertain-
ment. Media practitioners, then, define entertainment as material that grabs the
audience’s attention and leaves agreeable feelings, as opposed to challenging their
views of themselves and the world. However, this doesn’t mean that people who
work in the entertainment business always stay away from informing or persuad-
ing. Many movies that are categorized under “entertainment” by their production
firms have been written and produced with the intention of making a political point
(think of The Day After Tomorrow, Syriana, or Blood Diamond) or an educa-
tional point (like Schindler’s List, Crash, or Letters from Iwo Jima). When media
practitioners label a product as “entertainment,” though, they are signaling to their
audiences that their primary concern should be with enjoyment, not with any other
messages that may be included.

Subgenres of Entertainment One way to understand entertainment is to
see it as consisting of four subgenres—festivals, gaming, drama, and comedy. We
can see each of these subgenres, in turn, as having still more subcategories nested
within it. Consider, for example, the subgenre gaming, which may include sports
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Genre

Subgenre Festival Drama Gaming
second-level Parades Workplace Sports
subgenre p P
Third-level Secular Dramas about Professional
subgenre parades professionals sports
Fourth-level Nonrecurring Hospital NFL
subgenre secular parades dramas Football

(Sunday Night NFL Football), quiz shows (Deal or No Deal), and newspaper cross-
word puzzles, among other forms. Similarly, the subgenre comedy may include sit-
uation comedies (Two and a Half Men), standup comedy routines (Dane Cook)
and their ancillary products (Cook’s CD/DVD Retaliation), certain radio talk shows
(The Howard Stern Show), and joke lists (Michael Kilgarriff’s 1000 Knock-Knock
Jokes for Kids), among other forms. We can even go further and think of a more
specific level—subgenres of these subgenres. We can break situation comedies into
school sitcoms (Everybody Hates Chris), workplace sitcoms (The Office), family
sitcoms (Family Guy) and buddy sitcoms (My Name is Earl). In turn, people who
are specialists in sitcoms might be able to create still further subgenres of these cat-
egories. Workplace sitcoms might be divided into hospital sitcoms (Scrubs) and
office sitcoms (The Office, 30 Rock). Take a look at Figure 2.4 for an illustration
of these relationships.

Here, entertainment is divided into subgenres of festival, gaming, drama, and
comedy. One subgenre under each is extended two levels to illustrate how these
categories contain subcategories. You might be able to break these down into even

Comedy

Situation comedy

Work-based
sitcoms

Hospital-
based sitcoms

Figure 2.4
Entertainment Genres

and Subgenres

Here, entertainment is
divided into subgenres of
festival, gaming, drama,
and comedy. One subgenre
under each is extended
two levels to illustrate how
these categories contain
subcategories. You might
be able to break these
down into even more
specific categories. For
example, people who write
hospital-based sitcoms
might be able to describe
various subgenres of these
sitcoms.

The popularity of NBC’s
The Office may inspire
other networks to produce
more sitcoms set in the
workplace.
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typical characters those
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patterns of action the
predictable activities
associated with the
characters in the settings
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more specific categories. For example, people who write hospital-based sitcoms
might be able to describe various subgenres of these sitcoms.

Entertainment Formulas You may have noticed that there are key elements
that make up various subgenres: the family situation comedy, the hospital drama,
the baseball broadcast, or any other subgenre. This specific combination of ele-
ments is called a formula—a patterned approach to creating content that is char-
acterized by three major features:

setting
typical characters
patterns of action?

The setting is the environment in which content takes place. A football
program such as Sunday Night NFL Football takes place in a stadium and in
an announcer’s booth. A doctor show such as Grey’s Anatomy takes place in a
hospital.

The typical characters are those who appear regularly in the subgenre. In the
football program, the announcers, the athletes, the referees and the coaches are
typical characters. Doctor shows such as Grey’s Anatomy are populated by (you
guessed it) doctors, patients, nurses, and medical technicians.

The patterns of action are the predictable activities associated with the char-
acters in the settings. The football program’s patterns of action center on the rules
of the game, which are bounded by the clock (sixty minutes plus time-outs and
half time) and the field (the playing zones). The patterns of action in doctor shows
aren’t so clearly based on rules. Nevertheless, each episode does have its plot pat-
terns, revolving around issues of life and death.

As the Grey’s Anatomy example suggests, it is easiest to think of formulas in
relation to the storytelling aspects of entertainment. But formulas also apply to
non-storytelling entertainment. As the football example suggests, people who work

The hit reality show
Survivor is based on a
Swedish show Expedition:
Robinson. There are
numerous international
adaptations of Survivor
including Australia,
Bulgaria, the Czech
Republic, England, Israel,
Pakistan, and South Africa.
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on sports broadcasts recognize the types of settings, characters, and activity pat-
terns that uniquely describe their business. The same holds for quiz shows, reality
shows, and even computer games.

When it comes to reality shows, you can probably suggest different forms of
the subgenre depending on whether you are discussing Amazing Race, Dancing
with the Stars, or Survivor. Survivor would seem to be part of what might be called
an “isolation” reality show subgenre, along with such series as The Apprentice,
The Biggest Loser, and Big Brother. They contain similar formula elements:

Setting: a location that isolates a group with minimal interference from the
“outside” world

Typical characters: good-looking individuals of diverse ethnic backgrounds
who have certain expected character profiles, selfish or generous, gregarious
or loner, crafty or naive

Patterns of action: challenges that the producers set up that often set mem-
bers of the group against one another and lead to individuals being chosen
to leave

Regardless of the subgenre, formulas can be quite complex and textured. We
have already noted that television doctor shows have predictable characters and
settings as well as plots. You might think that this formula would limit the num-
ber of interesting stories that can be told. Nevertheless, more than seventy televi-
sion medical series and made-for-TV movies have aired in the United States since
the mid-1950s. TV writers have found enormous variety in the kind of relation-
ships they set up between doctors and patients, doctors and nurses, nurses and
patients, nurses and nurses, and doctors and doctors. Add to these relationships
the medical system’s changing knowledge of diseases and the changing economic
environment. Together, these factors have allowed doctor shows to thrive at sev-
eral points in U.S. TV history.*

Keep in mind, too, that formulas can and do change. Media practitioners who
use these formulas to create stories for movies, television, video games or other
media are often steeped in their history. Interviews with writers of doctor shows,
for instance, reveal that most of them were quite familiar with the programs that
came before the ones they created. Writers and producers in all mass media often
“borrow” plot elements, characters, and settings from previously successful sto-
ries. Their hope is that the basic elements of the formula will stay popular and
that they can reshape these elements to fit what they believe are the interests of
contemporary audiences.

Examples are all around us, but you have to know something about the
history of a mass medium to notice them. Perhaps you’ve seen the remakes of
classic horror movies that appeared in movie theaters over the past few years—for
example, The Hitcher (2007), Day of the Dead (2007), Halloween (2007), Wicker
Man (2006), and Omen (2006). If you go back to the originals, you will see how
the writers borrowed settings, characters, and plot elements from the originals and
then changed them to fit their idea of what audiences of the 2000s would like.
More broadly, you can watch TV or movie westerns from various decades and see
how the elements continue and change at the same time. Rent some old films and
try it. Watching TV, going to the movies, reading novels, and even playing video
games will take on a whole new dimension.

Apart from updating genres, writers and producers are also eager to find new
ways to mix entertainment subgenres in ways that will entertain their target audi-
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hybridity the process of
mixing genres within a
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blends the rules associated
with drama (serious) and
comedy (funny)
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ences. In fact, creators don’t always use “pure” genres. They sometimes mix
them in ways they hope will attract audiences and keep them coming back. The
term hybrid genres can be used to describe mixed genres; the process of mixing
genres within a culture and across cultures is called hybridity. Hybrid genres are
all around us. One example of hybrid popular music is much of the work of T-
Pain, which consciously blends rhythm-and-blues influences with sounds and sen-
sibilities of rap. Hybridity can also take place across cultures. Think of attempts
by U.S. producers and writers to mix plots, settings, and characters of Indian
“Bollywood” films with traditional Hollywood plots, characters and settings. An
obvious example is Bride and Prejudice, a 2004 movie that inserts an Indian fam-
ily into the basic plot of the Jane Austen novel Pride and Prejudice and follows
them through Indian, U.K. and U.S. locales. The advertising tagline for the movie,
which was filmed in India, the United Kingdom and the United States, trumpeted
this hybridity: “Bollywood meets Hollywood ... and it’s the perfect match.”’

Apart from combining specific entertainment subgenres, some producers and
writers try to get people’s attention by blending the rules associated with drama
(serious) and comedy (funny) into what some media practitioners call a dramady.
A contemporary example of a dramady is The Sopranos, the HBO cable television
series that completed its first-run episodes in 2007. Combining the tone of serious
mob movies such as The Godfather and Goodfellas with the comedic sensibilities
of films such as Ger Shorty, Analyze This, and The Crew, the program centers on
a New Jersey Mafia boss, Tony Soprano, who has problems involving his family
as well as his criminal business. Tony’s attempts to cope with his world, to do the
right thing within the weird sense of morality in which he lives, lead the show to
careen from screwball hilarity to dead-serious pathos. James Gandolfini, who plays
the role, puts it this way:

The writing was so bizarre ... and such good writing. You’d be laughing
and then five minutes later there’s a violent scene. ... [Tony Soprano’s] a
guy who always tries to do the right thing in his mind, which ends up
screwing up everybody’s life. He’s always trying to do the right thing and
it’s never really the right thing—like blowing up his friend’s restaurant to
stop a hit. Nobody would think like that; he thinks it’s doing the right
thing, and instead it reverberates down the path and screws up everybody’s
lives.®

News

It would be unusual for someone to mistake The Sopranos for a news show. From
the standpoint of its creation, though, the genre of news is similar to the genre
of entertainment in a basic way: news, like entertainment, involves the telling of
stories.

We often don’t think of news in this way, but it is useful to pause and consider
this point. When you watch the ABC World News, in one sense ABC World News
anchor Charles Gibson is telling you a tale with a beginning, a middle, and an end.
Of course, Gibson reads most of the story and shows short video clips of the accom-
panying action, whereas other storytelling media genres (like a sitcom) continu-
ously illustrate the story through acting. The tales that Charles Gibson tells during
his newscast, however, may not be that different from the sitcom you will be view-
ing just two hours later on the same network. In fact, many of the ideas for non-
news television programming are generated from news. Consider, for example,
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On June 10, 2007, after eight years of mobster melodrama,
Tony Soprano and the rest of the cast of HBO's critically
acclaimed series The Sopranos said goodbye to fans. The
finale was watched by nearly 12 million viewers, none of
whom, it seemed, could reach an agreement about the
episode’s final moments.

During the last scene, Mafia boss Tony sat with his family at
a local diner as the camera panned the mysterious, unknown
characters around them. Anticipation built as audiences
wondered whether one of these individuals might “whack”

Tony. Abruptly, the screen went black, causing some view-
ers to believe their cable went out. Instead, the fade-out was

addressed rumors that the finale was created to generate

producer David Chase's deliberate attempt to leave the
series open-ended. interest in a future DVD and/or film that would pick up where

. . . the series left off. If so, she wrote, “That kind of commer-
In the hours and days after the episode aired, media critics

voiced their opinion of what Variety described as “a finale

cialism shouldn't be tolerated.”

without finality.” Some lauded Chase’s unorthodox ending, Despite the mixed reviews of The Sopranos’ finale, there

describing it as “genius,” “brilliant,” and “the perfect final was one recurring theme: the ending was consistent with

note.” Others, meanwhile, denounced Chase’s “lack of cre-
ativity” and likened the conclusion to an ill-conceived prank
at the audience's expense.

what Chase had done with the series over the years. As San
Jose Mercury News columnist Charlie McCollum explained,
“In a world where resolution is expected, no previous great

Fans of the show were perhaps more vehement in their television series ever has gone out on such a high note of

opinions, and many of them turned to the Internet to voice ambiguity, such a lack of denouement.” In this respect, at

their critiques. In fact, so many individuals attempted to post least, The Sopranos achieved a fond farewell.
feedback on the HBO website that they ended up crashing
the site. Blogs, too, became a hotbed for discussion and

speculation about what the future would hold for The

Sources: “Out of ‘Whack’: Critics Weigh in on Sopranos Finale.”
Editor and Publisher. Accessed 6/14/07. http://www.editorand
publisher.com; Phil Gallo. “Review: The Sopranos.” Variety.

Sopranos. On her Deadline Hollywood blog, Nikki Finke Accessed 6/11/07. www.variety.com

NBC’s Law and Order, which boasts that its screenplays are “ripped from the
headlines.”

Reporters, directors, editors, producers, and other people who work in
the news business are called journalists. A journalist is someone who is trained to
report nonfiction events to an audience. Their reporting can be in print (newspa-
pers, magazines) or electronic media (radio, TV, the Web). Historically, newspa-
pers have been central to the circulation of news in America. But as we’ll see
in later chapters, big changes are taking place that are eroding the presence
and power of newspapers in people’s lives. Today’s journalists are learning
that they must present news in many media, including audio and video reports
on the Web.

journalist an individual
who is trained to report
nonfiction events to an
audience



hard news a news story
marked by timeliness,
unusualness, conflict, and
closeness

objectivity presenting a
fair, balanced, and impartial
representation of the events
that took place by
recounting a news event
based on the facts and
without interpretation, so
that anyone else who
witnessed the event would
agree with the journalists’
recounting of it; the way in
which news ought to be
researched, organized, and
presented
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How would these people explain the difference between what they produce
and other storytelling genres, such as entertainment? They would undoubtedly
argue that there is one clear distinction: news stories are constrained by facts,
whereas entertainment stories are not. The writer of the screenplay for a TV show
that is “based on a true story” or “ripped from the headlines” can decide whether
a character who is accused of rape is guilty or innocent. The reporter of the real-
life news event, however, should never make such a judgment. Building on this
basic distinction, news workers divide news broadly into four subgenres:

Hard news Investigative reports
Editorials Soft news
Hard News Hardnews is what most people probably think of as news. It is the

firsthand reportage of a battle, the coverage of a congressional bill’s passage, the
details of a forest fire. News workers use four guidelines when they try to decide
what is and what isn’t hard news. An event that fits only one of these guidelines
will probably not be considered hard news. Additionally, the more of these guide-
lines that apply to an event, the more likely news workers are to cover it.

Timeliness

A hard news event must have happened recently—typically within the past day
or so. A murder that happened yesterday might deserve coverage. A murder
that happened last year would not, unless new information about it has been
released or discovered.

Unusualness

Hard news events are those that most people would consider unusual. To
use the classic example, “Dog Bites Man” is not news, whereas “Man Bites
Dog” is.

Conflict

Conflicts—struggles between opposing forces—often lie at the center of hard
news stories. Often these struggles are physical; they can be wars or bar-room
brawls. Sometimes the conflicts involve wars of words, as between members
of Congress. Other times they pit humans against nature (a fire or other
natural disaster).

The closeness of the incident

An event is more likely to be seen as hard news if it happens close by than if
it takes place far away. Note, however, that closeness carries two meanings: it
can mean geographically close (physically near to the audience), or it can mean
psychologically close. An incident is psychologically close when members of
the audience feel a connection to it even though it takes place far away. Because
of Boston’s large Irish population, for example, newspaper editors in Boston
may consider certain happenings in Ireland to be hard news, whereas editors
in areas of the United States with small Irish populations would not cover
those events.

Once they have decided that something is hard news, news workers must
decide how to present it. Journalists use the word objectivity to summarize the way
in which news ought to be researched, organized, and presented. Most journalists
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A concise recounting of the story, including brief answers to the
questions who, to whom, what, where, when, and why

General
facts and

Supporting facts, evidence; key quotes and information

more in-depth details

Supporting explanations
and quotes

Additional quotes and
alternative explanations
or scenarios

Peripheral
details

Specific facts,
information,
and analysis

would agree that it is impossible to present a totally objective view of an event, if
that means a view that is the absolute truth with no personal viewpoints inserted.
The fact is that no two people will see the same thing in exactly the same
way. Most journalists would say that what they mean by objective reports is reports
that present a fair, balanced, and impartial representation of the events that
took place.

Over the decades, journalists have agreed upon certain characteristics that an
objective story will have. These characteristics give a reporter the tools to describe
an incident efficiently in ways that his or her editor (or any other editor) will con-
sider fair and impartial. Here are four major characteristics of an objective story,
particularly with regard to print news:

It should be written in a form that journalists call an inverted pyramid. That
means that the reporter should place in the first paragraph (the lead paragraph)
a concise recounting of the entire story. Typically that means “leading” with
the six Ws—who did it, what they did, to whom (or with whom), where they
did it, when they did it, and why (see Figure 2.5). That is the most general
statement of the story—the base of the pyramid. In the paragraphs that fol-
low, the reporter should give increasingly specific information about the mate-
rial in the lead paragraph. (The ever more specific information supposedly
corresponds to the increasingly narrow pyramid.)

An objective story should be told in the third person. That means writing as
if the journalist is a novelist telling the tale but is not involved in it. So, for
example, an objective report of a riot can state, “The crowd ran wildly around
the square breaking store windows.” It would not be objective for the reporter
to write, “I saw the crowd run wildly around the square breaking windows.”
An objective story should report at least two sides of a conflict. If a politician
is accused of corruption, the objective report must also note the politician’s
denial of the charges.

An objective story uses quotes from those involved or from experts on the topic
to back up statements.

These characteristics can be used in creating objective news stories for any
medium. If you watch television news programs carefully, however, you may note

Figure 2.5

The Inverted Pyramid

The Inverted Pyramid
approach to reporting the
news begins with the most
general statement of the
story and grows
increasingly more specific.
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accuracy reporting
factually correct
information

investigative reports in-
depth explorations of some
aspects of reality

deadline the time limit for
the completion of an
assignment

editorial a subgenre of
news that concentrates on
an individual’s or
organization’s point of view

columnist an individual
who is paid to write
editorials on a regular
basis—usually daily, weekly,
or monthly

blogs journalistic websites
or opinion sites in which
writings are in the style of
journal entries, often in
reverse chronological order
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that reporters also convey the idea of objectivity in a visual way. Here are three
camera rules for an objective story:

There should be a title on the screen telling the viewer who the reporter is inter-
viewing.

The camera should film the reporter or a person being interviewed from the
height of a normal person, not from the ground staring up at the person or
from above the person staring down.

The camera should give as much time to a person representing one side of the
conflict as it does to a person representing the other side. Anything less would
be considered biased.

In addition to being objective, hard news reports are also held to strict stan-
dards of accuracy. Accuracy means reporting factually correct information. Many
news organizations expect their reporters to check “facts” with at least two sources
before they use them in stories. Reputable news-oriented magazines often have fact
checkers who review stories for accuracy before they are released to the public.

Investigative Reports Investigative reports are in-depth explorations of some
aspects of reality. This news subgenre shares the same standards of objectivity,
accuracy, and fairness or balance with hard news. However, a major difference
between hard news and investigative reports is the amount of time journalists can
devote to the project. When it comes to hard news, journalists typically work on
tight schedules; their time limit (deadline) for the completion of an assignment is
often only a few hours after they begin it. In contrast, journalists who work on
investigative reports have quite a bit more time to do their research, interview their
sources, and write their script. Their deadlines can be days or weeks from the time
they begin, or even longer.

Often, though not always, the investigative reporters seek to uncover corrup-
tion or other problems in government or business, and the tone of the report resem-
bles that of a detective story. A few television news series, such as 60 Minutes,
Dateline NBC, and 20/20, present this type of material.

Editorials Opinions regarding hard news are usually reserved for editorials.
Unlike hard news and investigative reports, an editorial is a subgenre of news
that expresses an individual’s or organization’s point of view. Some editorials
are written in the name of (and express the point of view of) the person who wrote
the piece, whereas others are written in the name of the entire news organization—
for example, the newspaper that printed the piece or the television station
that aired it.

News organizations may also allow their reporters and knowledgeable people
who do not work for their firm to present editorial comments. Columnists are indi-
viduals who are paid to write editorials on a regular basis—usually weekly, monthly,
or daily. Editorials by the most famous columnists, such as Dave Barry and Anna
Quindlen, are carried by many news outlets across the United States and even
around the world. On the Web, columnists may show up within journalistic web-
sites (such as http://www.cnn.com or http://www.slate.com) or on opinion sites
called blogs, in which writings are in the style of journal entries, often in reverse
chronological order. A well-known example is The Huffington Post group of polit-
ical-opinion blogs. They include regular columns by Arianna Huffington, humorist
Harry Shearer, and Congressman John Conyers, as well as opinion pieces from
invited celebrities such as actor John Cusack and political comedian Bill Maher.
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The clearest attempt to maintain the separa-
tion between hard news reporting and editorial
commentary is made by newspapers, where
“analysis” is a common label indicating editori-
alizing, and special Opinion sections (often on weom  wusiness
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called “op-ed” sections, due to their customary
placement opposite the Editorial section) are
increasingly becoming regular features. Similarly,
many broadcast stations clearly label as editori-
als any on-air comments made by management
that take a position on particular policies, issues,
and controversies.
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consider hard news reporting a place for objec-
tive, accurate, and balanced reporting with little
(if any) editorial commentary, they consider another news category, soft news, to
be an area in which the reporter’s opinions and biases can show through. As you
may be able to tell by its name, this is the kind of story that news workers feel may
not have the critical importance of hard news, but nevertheless would appeal to a
substantial number of people in the audience. Cooking spots, articles on the best
ways to shovel snow without injuring your back, video clips highlighting local stu-
dents in community plays or recitals—these are topics that news workers consider
soft rather than hard news. Another name for soft news is the human interest story.

Information

One way to understand the difference between news and information—a difficult
distinction to draw, for some—is to say that information is the raw material that
journalists use when they create news stories. On the most basic level, a piece of
information is a fact, an item that reveals something about the world. Generally,
we must bring together many pieces of information in order to draw conclusions
about a person, place, thing, or incident.

All of us use pieces of information as tools in our personal and professional
lives. Students gather information as part of paper-writing assignments. Account-
ants bring together the facts of a client’s expenses and wages to fill out the client’s
tax return. Professors compile information to prepare (it is hoped interesting) lec-
tures. Similarly, journalists often stitch together facts when they create a news story.

Sometimes searching for relevant facts means speaking to individuals (as
reporters might), looking at old bills (as accountants might), or reading scholarly
books (as professors might). Often, however, people find the information they want
in special collections of facts called databases. Journalists search motor vehicle
records, collections of trial transcripts, gatherings of old newspaper articles, and
city real-estate files. Students, too, use databases: computerized and manual library
catalogs are databases; so are dictionaries, LexisNexis, Factiva, and the Reader’s
Guide to Periodical Literature.

Even though it is not as heavily discussed as entertainment or news, informa-
tion is a widely used and lucrative mass media commodity. Many companies bring
together information and package it in a multitude of ways. A trip to any library’s
reference collection will reveal an extensive array of alphabetized and categorized
facts on an enormous number of subjects that are waiting to be used for papers,
dissertations, books, or just to settle arguments.
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soft news the kind of
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the critical importance of
hard news, but nevertheless
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information the raw
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when they create news
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education content that is
purposefully crafted to
teach people specific ideas
about the world in specific
ways
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But although a major library’s collection of print and computer databases may
appear quite impressive, it is merely the tip of a huge iceberg of information that
mass media firms collect and offer for sale. The information industry creates and
distributes much of its product for companies, not individual consumers.

Information Gathering and Distributing One major segment of the
information industry aims to help businesses find, evaluate, and understand their
current customers. Trans Union Credit Information Co. and Equifax Inc., for exam-
ple, hold collections of information about the income and debts of hundreds of
millions of people worldwide. These firms are in the business of selling selected
segments of that information to banks, insurance companies, and other organiza-
tions that are interested in the creditworthiness of particular individuals.

These information activities affect you directly when you are approved (or
turned down) for a loan or a credit card. This part of the information business also
provides lists of names to the marketers who send you postal mail or email—or
phone you (often in the middle of dinner) with “great” offers. Catalog companies,
too, often rely on information companies to help them find new customers.

Information Research and Retrieval Another major segment of the
information industry focuses on providing quick retrieval of data for people whose
work requires them to get facts quickly. Consider the services provided by
LexisNexis, for example. The Nexis information service enables journalists, pro-
fessors, students—in fact, researchers of all kinds—to search for and retrieve vir-
tually any fact in more than 2.5 billion searchable documents. Lexis, a sister service,
enables attorneys and paralegals to find, analyze, and validate information from
countless legal documents by keywords via computer networks. For example,
through Lexis’ database, legal professionals can retrieve background information
on public and private companies, find information about individuals, identify an
organization’s assets, and research judges, expert witnesses, and opposing coun-
sel, among other things.

The subscription for services such as those offered by Equifax, LexisNexis,
and other similar firms in the information business can be quite costly. Information
industry executives tie their high prices to the expense of collecting the data, try-
ing to ensure their accuracy, storing them and protecting them from hackers,
preparing print or computer retrieval methods, and distributing the data to clients.
But the high price of information is also based on the realization that certain types
of information can be extremely valuable, allowing companies to make (or save)
millions of dollars. Quick access to the right information helps businesses and gov-
ernments go about their work efficiently.

Education

When it comes to genres of media, education means content that is purposefully
crafted to teach people specific ideas about the world in specific ways. Education
is a huge segment of the media marketplace. Spending for “instructional materi-
als” by elementary and high schools reached $5.4 billion in 2005. Spending on col-
lege instructional materials hit $4.8 billion. Much of this money was spent on
textbooks, the medium that most of us conjure up when we think of instructional
materials for schools.

But the genre of education extends far beyond textbooks and other types of
printed materials. Consider for a moment the wide variety of media that you’ve
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encountered in your long trek through school. Textbooks, workbooks, course-packs,
wall maps, flash cards, software, and online services—these and more account for
the almost $10 billion of spending in the educational media marketplace.

In addition, there is a vast amount of educational media material that is pro-
duced primarily for home use. When you were a child, your parents might have
set you in front of the TV set to view Sesame Street or Reading Rainbow. Perhaps
you watched Bill Nye, the Science Guy, or Where in the World is Carmen San
Diego? when you got a bit older. Maybe your parents gave you the Math Blaster,
Fraction Fever, LeapFrog, or JumpStart computer programs for a birthday pres-
ent. These are just a few of the products that media companies have explicitly
designed to teach basic skills.

Advertisements

An advertisement is a message that explicitly aims to direct favorable attention to
certain goods and services. The message may have a commercial purpose or be
aimed at advancing a non-commercial cause, such as the election of a political can-
didate or the promotion of a fundraising event.

As we will see in Chapter 15, advertising involves far more than explicit mes-
sages. People who work in the advertising industry help their clients with a range
of activities from package design to coupon offers. A broad definition of advertis-
ing even includes product placement, which is the paid insertion of products into
TV shows and movies in order to associate those products, often quietly, with cer-
tain desirable characters or activities.

No matter what the medium, advertising practitioners speak about three broad
subgenres of advertisements:

Informational ads
Hard-sell ads
Soft-sell ads

Informational Advertisements Informational ads rely primarily on a
recitation of facts about a product and the product’s features to convince target
consumers that it is the right product for them to purchase. An advertisement in
Stereo Review Magazine that carefully details the specifications and capabilities
of a set of Bose speakers would be informational in nature. Similarly, a tele-
vision announcement aired during PBS’s This Old House noting the program’s
support and use of Andersen Windows and Doors is another example of an
informational ad.

Hard-sell Advertisements Hard-sell ads are messages that combine infor-
mation about the product with intense attempts to get the consumer to purchase
it as soon as possible. For example, a TV commercial in which a car salesman
speaks a-mile-a-minute about the glories of his dealership, shouts about a two-
day-only sale this weekend, and then recites the address of the dealership four times
before the spot ends is a hard-sell ad.

Soft-sell Advertisements Soft-sell ads aim mostly to create good feelings
about the product or service by associating it with music, personalities, or events
that the creators of that product or service feel would appeal to the target audi-
ence. Television commercials for a wide variety of products, including soft drinks,

advertisement a message
that explicitly aims to direct
favorable attention to
certain goods and services

product placement the
process by which a
manufacturer pays—often
tens of thousands of dollars
and sometimes far more—a
production company for the
opportunity to have its
product displayed in a
movie or TV show

informational ads
advertisements that rely
primarily on the recitation
of facts about a product
and the product’s features
to convince target
consumers that it is the
right product for them to
purchase

hard-sell ads messages
that combine information
about the product with
intense attempts to get the
consumer to purchase it as
soon as possible

soft-sell ads

advertisements that aim
mostly to create good
feelings about the product
or service by associating it
with desirable music,
personalities, or events that
the creators of that product
or service feel would appeal
to the target audience
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Soft-sell ads like “Got
Milk?"” aim to create a
"hip” feeling about a
product that will lead
consumers to want to be
identified with it.

60

beer, and athletic footwear, are soft-sell ads. Remember the “Got Milk?” ads for
milk producers, the “Whassup” commercials for Budweiser, or the “Mac vs. PC”
ads for Apple? These are classic examples of ads that aim to create a “hip” feel-
ing about a product that will lead consumers to want to be identified with it.

It is important to note that these three types of ads—informational, hard-sell,
and soft-sell—differ in degree, not kind. That is, they differ in the amount of stress
they place on facts about the product, the intensity of the sales pitch, and the emo-
tional connection between the consumer and the product. There are, however, cir-
cumstances in which much longer ads are created, and the advertisers can then
combine informational, hard-sell, and soft-sell tactics. If you watch TV shopping
channels such as HSN, you might see this mix. A hostess may provide a demon-
stration of a gold necklace that mixes specific information about the necklace
(“beautiful 14-karat gold, thirty inches long, with a sturdy lock, as you can see...”)
and hard-sell encouragement (“these necklaces are going so fast that if you don’t
call us right now, we might run out of them”) with soft-sell tactics that include
joking around by people on the set and an attempt to build an entertaining envi-
ronment for selling.
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Mixing Genres

You have probably noticed that soft-sell advertising sometimes shows up as part
of entertainment-oriented TV shows. When the CBS television show Survivor dis-
played the Target Stores emblem as part of the action, that was a clear case of mix-
ing genres. Clearly, Target executives believed that audiences would get a favorable
feeling for their stores if they saw it pop up within a popular entertainment pro-
gram. For reasons that we will explore in Chapter 15, hybridity involving adver-
tising and entertainment is becoming increasingly common. It is not, however, the
only blending of advertising with other genres. Think of a political commercial
that runs in a report on the evening news; an informational ad that becomes part
of a database for consumers trying to find out about a product; and an elementary
school math text that teaches students addition and subtraction by using the names
of real products whose companies paid for the inclusion. (Some math textbooks
are including real products in the name of realism, though to date no advertiser
seems to have paid for inclusion.) A media literate who understands the mixing of
genres and the reasons for it will be alert to the practice and know to ask whether
it is happening and why.

Of course, advertising is not the only genre that mixes with other genres. Media
practitioners who work in the fields of entertainment, information, and education
explore the value of hybridity in order to attract and hold audiences. Media prac-
titioners involved in education and advertisements often borrow comedic, dra-
matic, festival, and gaming elements to attract and hold audiences. Writers for
Sesame Street, for example, often deliver their educational messages in segments
that resemble situation comedies, game shows, and musical variety programs.
Entertainment elements are difficult to find in the work of the producers of infor-
mation, who wish to maintain an air of careful competence. Think, too, of pro-
grams such as The Daily Show and The Colbert Report on the Comedy Central
cable channel, which use the setting and even the character types of news inter-
view programs to create humorous imitations of the styles of those news shows—
that is, to create parodies—that intend to entertain as well as make serious political parody a work that
points amid the laughter_ imitates another work for

The primary genres of entertainment, news, information, advertising, and laughs in a way that
education are the fuel that drives the mass media business. Media practitioners ~ comments on the original
take them and their subgenres quite seriously. If you talk to a person who work in one way or

. . . . . . . another; a subgenre of

writes family situation comedies, auto advertisements, or history textbooks, he entertainment
or she is likely to be quite aware of the history of that form and to have
strong notions of what was good and bad about past materials. As in the
examples of horror movies given earlier, media practitioners often even adapt pop-
ular ideas from the past in the hope that these ideas can be converted into today’s
successes.

The Business of Mass Media

Knowing how to use genres and their formulas to create materials that are popu-
lar with audiences is a highly valued skill in mass media industries. But there’s a
lot more to trying to get a work valued by audiences than just thinking it up. As
we mentioned earlier, all kinds of media organizations must produce, distribute,
exhibit, and finance their content in ways that maximize its chances of success with
audiences.
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Figure 2.6

The Business of Mass Media

Production, distribution, and exhibition, central to the functions of all media organizations,
must first secure financing before they can proceed.

As Figure 2.6 shows, production involves creating the content. Distribution
involves circulating the material to exhibitors (e.g. music stores, TV stations). The
exhibitors, in turn, make it available to consumers. All of this activity requires
money up front (financing) and involves government regulation of one sort or
another. Let’s examine these steps, which lie at the heart of what goes on in mass
media industries, one at a time.

Production of Mass Media Content

production the creation of

mass media materials for Production is the beginning of the chain of events that brings mass media content
distribution through one or to audiences. Production for the mass media means the creation of materials for
more mass media vehicles distribution through one or more mass media vehicles.
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Silicon Freelancers

Tales of Hollywood agents busily wheeling and dealing
with powerful movie studios for celebrity freelancers such
as actors and directors are nothing new to anyone who has
even a cursory knowledge of the entertainment industry.
But did you know that such power brokers also exist in the
computer software industry?

It's common knowledge in high-tech circles that a
programmer with the talent to write concise, elegant
code quickly and dependably is hard to find. With the pro-
liferation of the Internet, software development cycles
have quickened so drastically that talented programmers
can make a lot more money moving among firms that
desperately need their services than by staying in one
place.

CULTURE

TODAY

Many of the industry’s most famous products such as
Acrobat and the original Apple Macintosh operating system
were designed by freelance programmers. They hire agents
who act as high-tech power brokers, getting huge rewards
for them while bringing the freelancers nearly triple their pre-
vious full-time salaries and supplying the companies with
top temporary talent.

Software talent brokers act much like Hollywood talent
agents for their freelance clients by building relationships over
long periods of time with the production companies and code
writers. Agents often fill a vital middle role in a fast-paced
industry, where lean and mean firms want immediate results
and software writers are famously shy of the nasty haggling
that sometimes goes with bagging a six-figure salary.

Media Production Firms

A mass media production firm is a company that creates materials for distribution
through one or more mass media vehicles. The Washington Post Company,
which publishes the Washington Post, is a production company. So is Routledge,
the publisher of this book, and its parent company, Informa. So are Time Inc.
magazine company (a division of Time Warner), which creates Time magazine;
General Electric’s NBC Universal, which produces NBC Nightly News; and
http://www.myspace.com (a division of News Corporation), a web platform for
sharing all sorts of print, audio, and audiovisual materials.

Who Does the Work? The making of all these media products requires both
administrative personnel and creative personnel. Administrative personnel make
sure the business side of the media organization is humming along. They must thor-
oughly understand the media business they are in, and their daily jobs—in, for
example, accounting, law, marketing—have much to do with the success of the
organizations for which they work.

Their work does not, however, relate directly to the creation of their firm’s
media materials. Creative personnel do that. They are the individuals who get ini-
tial ideas for the material or use their artistic talent to put the material together.

In all media industries, working on the creative side of a production firm can
be done in two ways, on-staff or freelance. An on-staff worker is a worker who has
secured a full-time position at a production firm. For example, most, though not
all, art directors in advertising agencies are on-staff workers. They work for the
same agency all the time; the projects they work on may change, but the company
that issues their paycheck remains the same. Freelancers, on the other hand, are
workers who make a living by accepting and completing assignments for a num-
ber of different companies—sometimes several at one time. Most movie actors

mass media production firm
a company that creates
materials for distribution
through one or more mass
media vehicles

administrative personnel
workers who oversee the
business side of the media
organization

creative personnel
individuals who get the
initial ideas for the material
or use their artistic talents
to put the material together

on-staff workers workers
who have secured a full-
time position at a
production firm

freelancers workers who
make a living by accepting
and completing creative
assignments for a number
of different companies—
sometimes several at one
time
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Individuals Involved in Two Types of Media Production

The mass media production process is almost exclusively a collaborative process.

talent guild a union
formed by people who
work in similar crafts to
help negotiate rules with
major production firms in
their industries regarding
the ways in which freelance
creatives will be treated and
paid
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work as freelancers, for example; when they finish one film, they look for work
on another film, which may be made by a different company.

Although freelancing can be highly lucrative for some (we are familiar with
the names of well-paid freelance creatives such as the novelist John Grisham or the
film actor Tom Cruise), historically freelancing has been a difficult road for many
creatives. Even when salaries are high (and they frequently are not), many free-
lance creatives do not work as often as they would like because of the heavy com-
petition for desirable assignments. Historically, this competition has given
tremendous power to the production companies that hire these freelance creatives.
Freelancers, from actors, to book editors, to ghost writers, to cinematographers,
have reported that production companies have used this power to “borrow” inno-
vative ideas discussed in job interviews, force them to work unusually long hours,
and withhold their due credits when the assignment is completed.

In order to establish a power of their own, many freelance creatives have
banded together to create talent guilds. A talent guild is a union formed by people
who work in a particular craft, such as the Writers Guild of America, Screen Actors
Guild, and Directors Guild of America. These guilds negotiate rules with major
production firms in their industries regarding the ways in which freelance creatives
will be treated and paid.

The administrative and creative personnel of mass media production firms rec-
ognize that the previous successes of individual freelance creators—their positive
track records—can help reduce the risk that a project will fail. In an effort to man-
age their risks, movie companies typically will not allow high-budget movies to be
made unless a high-profile actor (such as Matt Damon or Will Ferrell) signs on.

Similarly, book-publishing firms have been known to pay popular writers hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars for the rights to their next work. In 2006, various
firms agreed to pay $7 million for books to Warren Buffett’s ghostwriter, more
than $8 million to former U.S. Federal Reserve head Alan Greenspan, over $10
million to evangelist Joel Osteen; and a measly (relative to the above) $2 million
for two books from fiction writer and Pulitzer Prize-winner Jhumpa Lahiri.”

Magazine firms also have dangled grand salaries in front of editors who have
boosted the visibility and sales of competitors’ periodicals. These deals make news.
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Increasing Pressure

Effects Shops

Titanic, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, Pirates
of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest, Harry Potter and the
Sorcerer’s Stone, and Star Wars: Episode I—The Phantom
Menace are the five highest-grossing films of all time.* And
as anyone familiar with these films is aware, they all feature
mind-blowing visual and audio effects.

Today, special effects are seen as critical to the
success of blockbuster films. As such, producers are
willing to spend between 25 and 40 percent of their budg-
ets on effects, according to Eric Hanson, a visual effects
designer. Even non-effects based genres, such as
romantic comedies and dramas, feature hundreds of effects
shots.

While this may sound like good news to those in the visual
effects industry, they are expected to complete their work
in less and less time. Many attribute these timing demands
to 2005's War of the Worlds, a film whose special effects
were completed in an unprecedented three months. Soon
thereafter, film producers began to request the “War of the

TECH & INFRASTRUCTURE

Worlds schedule,” which is nearly impossible under normal
circumstances.

Variety editor David Cohen notes that not only are studios
placing scheduling demands on effects houses, but they are
also pressured to produce “more products at a higher qual-
ity." In fact, the number of special effects shots today is triple
what it was only a decade ago.

Some effects specialists have grown so frustrated with the
studios that they have left their careers, and more may be
on the way. Addressing the difficulties workers had with the
third Pirates of the Caribbean film, Cohen quipped, “If the
visual effects industry had its way, the [film] might have
been named, 'Pirates of the Caribbean: At Wit's End""

*From the Internet Movie Database’s listing of the “All-Time
Worldwide Box Office!” http://www.imdb.com/

Sources: David Cohen, “Blockbusters Take Tool on F/X Shops,” Variety,
accessed 6/14/07, www.variety.com; Rachel Rosmarin, “Hollywood
Goes High Tech,” Forbes, accessed 6/17/07, www.forbes.com

When Elizabeth Tilberis, the influential editor of Harper’s Bazaar magazine, died
in 1999, it was reported that her salary had been $1 million a year.® When she was
editor of Talk magazine in the 1990s, Tina Brown was rumored to make more than
that, and to have hired an assistant at a yearly salary of about $500,000.°

How Does Production Take Place?
elist, or scholar can sometimes make it to the screen or the page. Inserting such a
personal vision into a work is called authorship. Generally, however, production
in media industries is a collaborative activity, in which many people work together
to initiate, create, and polish the end material. The collaborative nature of produc-
tion holds true for every mass media product, from movies to scholarly books.
Some types of production require more creative hands than others. When there are
many creators, the “author” of the work may not be a person, but rather a group
or company.

Compare the production of a scholarly book with that of a typical commer-
cial movie starring a well-known actor (see Figure 2.7). In addition to the writer,
a scholarly book requires an acquisitions editor, who finds the author and might
help with the initial plan for the work; a few readers (usually other scholars) who
suggest ways in which the writer can improve the book; a copy-editor, who helps
with the manuscript’s style; and design personnel, who craft the look of the book
and perhaps its jacket.

The personal vision of an actor, nov-

collaborative activity an
activity in which many
people work together to
initiate, create, and polish
the end material
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schedule the pattern in
which media programs are
arranged and presented to
the audience

format the rules that
guide the flow of products
that are put together with a
particular audience-
attracting goal in mind; a
formula that describes a
particular media product
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Now consider the film. The well-known actor is chosen by an executive pro-
ducer or studio head, with the assistance of the actor’s business representatives. In
addition, the film will need screenwriters to write and rewrite the script; other
actors to work with the star; a casting director with assistants to choose the other
actors; a set designer and assistants to plan the backdrops; a director and assis-
tants to organize the filming; a cinematographer and assistants to photograph the
scenes; an editor and assistants to put the scenes together into a finished movie;
and many more. Although individual authorship of the scholarly book may be
fairly clear, the same cannot be said of the movie. Because so many people are
involved on the creative side, it is often very difficult to argue that the final ver-
sion of a Hollywood film is one person’s vision.

We commonly regard the results of production in terms of individual items—
a particular movie, book, magazine, TV show. Actually, though, it is possible to
find many cases in which what is produced is not an individual item, but rather a
stitching together of already-existing products that, taken together, comprise a
whole. Take ABC television as an example. ABC creates many, but not all, of the
programs that it airs. It leases some programs from other production companies,
which grant the network the right to sell time between parts of the shows to adver-
tisers. ABC then sends these shows to TV stations in cities and towns via satellite,
and they, in turn, broadcast the shows to the public.

But if you look at ABC’s work another way, you will realize that the company
could be considered to be heavily involved in TV production even if it didn’t actu-
ally produce any of its shows. That conclusion comes from seeing production not
in terms of individual programs but in terms of the schedule, or the pattern in which
the programs are arranged. ABC employs programmers who create regular sched-
ules for different parts of the day. The goal of these schedules is to attract viewers
to ABC and to keep them watching ABC’s shows and commercials for a number
of hours. During the mid-2000s, for example, ABC fielded a successful Thursday
evening schedule (Ugly Betty, Grey’s Anatomy, Men in Trees) from 8 to 11 p.m.
Clearly, the product that ABC programmers were creating was not an individual
show but a flow of shows, put together with a particular audience-attracting goal
in mind.

In mass media industries, format is the term commonly used to describe the
rules that guide this flow. A format is the patterned choice and arrangement of ele-
ments that make up specific media material. The material may be a flow of pro-
grams, such as ABC’s schedule, or it may be an arrangement of video, audio or
text presentations that people upload to a website, such as on http://www.
myspace.com, http://www.joost.com, and http://www.heavy.com. Most radio sta-
tions use formats that convey their personalities by combining certain types of
songs, disc jockeys’ sounds, and jingles that identify the station. The concept
of format applies to magazines, too. Time’s creative personnel are involved
not only in the production of individual articles that appear in the periodical,
but also in choosing the topics of the articles to begin with and arranging the
articles in a flow that is designed to convey an image and entice readers through
the magazine.

Distribution of Mass Media Content

Most of us tend to think of production when we think of mass media industries.
After all, it is the output of this production—the newspapers we read, the cable
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TV shows we watch—that grabs our attention, that makes us happy or angry,
interested or bored. Moreover, most public discussion about mass communication
tends to center around production. The latest gossip about which actor will be
in which film, the angry comments a mayor makes about the violence on local
TV news, the newest CD by an up-and-coming music group—these are the
kinds of topics that are most often the focus of our attention when we
discuss media.
However, media executives and media literate citizens know that production
is only one step in the arduous and risky process of getting a mass media idea
to an audience, and that distribution is just as important as production.
Distribution is the delivery of the produced material to the point where it will  distribution the delivery
be shown to its intended audience; it is an activity which takes place out of  of the produced material to

public view. the point where it will be
We have already mentioned that ABC acts as a distributor when it dissemi- Sh‘;‘f"” to its intended
aualence

nates television programming to TV stations via satellite. When Philadelphia Media
Holdings delivers its Philadelphia Inquirer to city newsstands, when Twentieth
Century Fox moves its movies to the Regal Cinema Theaters, and when Sony Music
sends its newest releases to http://www.apple.com to be sold over the iTunes web-
site, they are each involved in distribution to exhibitors.

Note that these firms—Philadelphia Media Holdings, Twentieth Century Fox,
and Sony Music—use their own distribution divisions rather than rely on other
independent distribution firms to do the job. This background ought to underscore
for you the importance of successful distribution in the world of media business.
Some executives argue that while “content is king,” distribution ought to share
the crown. The reason is simple: without a distributor, a production firm’s media
product would literally go nowhere. It would stack up in the warehouse or a com-
puter, eventually to be destroyed. To get a feel for the power in distribution, con-
sider that you could “publish” a book quite easily. That is, you could take any
work of art you’ve created—some doodles, a love poem, notes to this book—and
get it photocopied and bound at the nearest photocopy store, like Kinko’s. Say you
splurge and print five hundred copies. For a bit more money than you’d spend in
the copy shop, you could put a fancy binding on the product, so that it would look
like a “real” book.

Of course, now that you have printed the book, the trick is to sell it. You might
try to get the university bookstore to carry it, but chances are the store won’t.
Borders or Barnes & Noble Booksellers probably won’t touch your book with a
ten-foot pole. It’s likely, in fact, that no legitimate bookstore will carry it. This is
not necessarily because your writing is bad; your book might actually be a true
work of art. The real reason that your chances of getting your book into a book-
store are so poor is that your book does not have a powerful book distributor
behind it. If, however, you could persuade a major publishing company to allow
its distribution sales force to pitch your book to bookstores, especially large chain
bookstores, you might have a pretty good chance to get your book on to book-
store shelves.

Production, then, is useless without distribution. Without a powerful distrib-
utor, the material that a production firm’s executives believe could be tremendously
successful will have much less chance of achieving its potential. Some people believe
that the Internet reduces the importance of distribution, because just about any-
one can post—that is, distribute—just about anything online for very little cost.
But putting something on a personal website or even on a backwater page of a
popular exhibition site such as MySpace or YouTube does not ensure that anyone
but your friends will go to it. Perhaps you will get lucky, and the clip you posted
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The Disappearance of

the Record Store

For decades, the Tower Records store on the corner of
Broadway and 4th Street was a staple of New York's
Greenwich Village district. Locals would scan their collection
of indie albums and underground magazines; tourists would
marvel at the store's massive inventory; and up-and-
coming bands would get exposure while performing live
in-store.

But in 2006, the flagship store, along with the rest of Tower’s
89 chains nationwide, went out of business after filing for
Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection. A representative from
Tower remarked, “The brick-and-mortar specialty music
retail industry has suffered substantial deterioration
recently.”

Indeed, CD sales had been declining since 2000, but the
closing of Tower and more than 700 other U.S. music retail-
ers made 2006 a particularly difficult year for the recorded
music industry. By 2007, CD sales had slipped another 20
percent.

The plunge was no doubt a response to what Wall Street
Journal reporter Ethan Smith described as “a seismic shift
in the way consumers acquire music.” Many people aban-
doned music stores in favor of online retailers such as
Apple's iTunes, which offers low-cost downloads from its
extensive digital library. Piracy remains another threat to the
music industry, despite increasing efforts to eliminate ille-
gal file-sharing.

The fact that retail behemoths like Wal-Mart and Best Buy
sell CDs at a fraction of the price is another factor in the dis-
appearance of specialty music retailers. According to one

CULTURE TODAY

CD sales have been declining since 2000, as many
consumers have turned to downloading to get
new music.

estimate, these chains represent about 65 percent of the
retail music market.

Smith explained that these changes have rendered the
recorded music industry “powerless.” He continued, “Its
struggles are hardly unique in the media world...Though
consumers are exposed to more media in more ways than
ever before, the challenge for media companies is finding a
way to make money from all that exposure.”

Sources: “Fans Mourn Tower Records Liquidation,” MSNBC,
accessed 6/15/07, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15251144/; Ethan
Smith, “Sales of Music, Long in Decline, Plunge Sharply,” Wall Street
Journal, March 21, 2007 page A1; “Tower Records Will Auction its
Assets,” New York Times, accessed 6/15/07, www.nytimes.com

the power of a distributor
the firm’s ability to ensure
that the media products it
carries will end up in the
best locations at the best
exhibitors to the best
audience
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to YouTube will become a popular “viral video” viewed by millions. In most cases,
however, the key is to have the clout to place the content in a position where many
people have a good chance of seeing it. That means getting the attention of a pow-
erful distributor.

What makes a powerful distributor? Simply put, a distributor’s power is meas-
ured in terms of the firm’s ability to ensure that the media products it carries will
end up in the best locations of the best exhibitors to the best audience. To under-
stand what that means, we have to look at exhibition.
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Exhibition of Mass Media Content

The exhibition of mass media material is closely linked to the distribution in the
sense that both are steps in bringing the content to the audience. Sometimes the
same company carries out both activities. Because exhibition is quite a different
business from distribution, though, it often involves different firms.

Exhibition is the activity of presenting mass media materials to audiences for ~ exhibition the activity of
viewing or purchase. When media executives speak about the importance of exhi- presenting mass media
bition, they often mention shelf space. Shelf space is the amount of area or time materials to audiences for
available for presenting products to consumers. Think of video stores with their ~ Viewing or purchase
lgng rows of shelves and racks. As large as typical chain stores are 'Foday, produc- shelf space the amount of
tion firms want to rent and sell more types of DVDs than will fit in the racks of .. o/ time available for
even the biggest stores. As a result, store executives must decide which categories  presenting products to
of products, and which company’s products within those categories, are carried consumers
and which get more room than others.

Consequently, video distributor firms that rely on stores to present their prod-
ucts to consumers must compete furiously for shelf space. The distributors that
wield the most power are those with products that the stores need to have because
consumers demand them. These distributors will have more ability to negotiate
shelf space for new products than will distributors of goods that are not so impor-
tant to the stores.

The same is true elsewhere in the media business. Magazine and book produc-
ers must compete for shelf space in bookstores, on newsstands, and in supermar-
ket aisles. Moreover, some spots in stores and on newsstands are more valuable
than others. The area toward the front of a bookstore is most valuable because all
customers pass through it. Racks on a newsstand that are at eye level are more
valuable than those at floor level because consumers are likely to look at the racks
at eye level first.

For cable TV, movies, broadcast TV, radio, the Web, mobile phones and other
media, the concept of shelf space has to be stretched just a bit, but it applies just
the same. Executives think of the limited number of channels of a cable system as
its shelves. Similarly, some broadcast television executives see the twenty-four hours
in a day as their stations’ shelves, because time limits what they can air. In cable,
radio, and broadcast TV, certain time slots and channels (or stations) are more
valuable than others. The same goes for high-traffic pages on websites such as
http://www.auto.com and space on the starting areas (the “decks”) of cellphones
that provide a limited selection of links to areas of the Web. These are the more
prominent positions in the electronic “store.”

Now imagine a particular case: feel the tension that Marisol Durdn, a sales-

person for a newly formed independent book distribution firm, experiences as she
waits to speak to a purchasing executive at a large bookstore chain such as Barnes
& Noble. Marisol represents small publishing firms specializing in science fiction.
Because of their small size, these firms don’t have the money to hire their own sales-
people. She knows that Barnes & Noble’s shelves hold many books, but she also
knows that the number of books published each year alone would take up far more
space than those shelves can hold. She has been successful in placing many of the
titles she carries in bookstores that specialize in the science fiction genre. She has
ambitions beyond these small stores, however. A chance to catch the eyes of sci-
ence fiction readers who shop at Barnes & Noble or at Borders would, she believes,
surely result in a strong increase in sales.
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trade incentives payments
in cash, discounts, or
publicity activities that
provide a special reason for
an exhibitor to highlight a
product

cooperative advertising
advertising paid for in part
by media production firms
or their distributors in order
to help the exhibitor
promote the product

vertical integration an
organization'’s control
over a media product
from production through
distribution to exhibition

Figure 2.8

Vertical Integration
CBS—which owns
production divisions,
distribution channels, and
exhibition venues-—is a
successful example of
vertical integration.
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She knows, however, that she would get a better hearing at Barnes & Noble—
and would place more books there—if she worked for the distribution arm of a
publishing house such as Random House or Simon & Schuster, two giants of the
book business. One reason is that such publishing giants can afford to advertise
and promote their titles to the public better than her struggling publishers can, and
such publicity can strongly affect sales.

The large publishers may also be better able than smaller ones to offer trade
incentives—payments in cash, discounts, or publicity activities that provide a spe-
cial reason for an exhibitor to highlight a product—that could influence large stores
like Barnes & Noble to carry their books. To make sure that a bookstore chain
exhibits key titles at the entrances to its stores, for example, a publisher might have
to offer—through its distributor—to pay the bookstore chain a sum of money for
taking up that space. Bringing the author in for special book readings and book
signings and helping to pay for ads in newspapers (a practice called cooperative
advertising) might also be part of the deal.

As this hypothetical experience suggests, linking up with a powerful distribu-
tor is of great benefit to producers in every mass media industry. Not surprisingly,
the major production companies either own or are otherwise strategically linked
to the major distribution organizations. In these cases, it is important to keep in
mind that power over production and distribution is self-reinforcing: creative per-
sonnel with strong track records are attracted to the production firm in part
because it has powerful distribution. In turn, the company has powerful distribu-
tion in part because its production arm attracts creative personnel with strong track
records.

In some industries, major firms consolidate their strength by owning not only
the distribution organizations, but the major exhibition firms as well. Television
networks like NBC, CBS, and ABC, for example, have production divisions that
create fiction, sports, and news programs. They also own broadcast TV networks
that distribute their programs and broadcast stations in key cities that exhibit them.
This control of the entire process from production through distribution to exhibi-
tion is called vertical integration, and it represents yet another way in which media
companies try to reduce the risk that their target audiences won’t even have an
opportunity to choose the material competitors create (see Figure 2.8).

Media products (examples):

CBS golf programming

Survivor

CBS Evening News

The Late Show with David Letterman

dﬂC{‘oﬁ
60 Minutes

ero

Distribution TV broadcast network:

CBS
CBS E“'hibit.
Television op, TV broadcast stations (examples):
Network WBZ4 (Boston, Mass.)

WCBS (New York, N.Y.)
WFOR (Miami, Fla.)
KCBS (Los Angeles, Calif.)
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Financing Mass Media Content

As you read the previous pages on the production, distribution, and exhibition of
mass media materials, it may have occurred to you that each activity must require
a lot of money. Starting a publishing company, even a very small one, costs hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars. Creating a one-hour television program costs more
than a million dollars. Starting a new magazine can also cost even more. Want to
buy a radio station? Despite the recent slowdown of growth in radio advertising,
stations still go for tens, even hundreds, of millions of dollars.
The cash coming into a mass media firm can be divided into two categories:

Money to fund new production
Money to pay for already completed products

We’ll explore each in detail.

Funding New Production

Executives in mass media enterprises may need to raise funds to expand into new
areas, or they may want to build up areas in which they are already operating. A
movie exhibition chain may want to expand by building new theaters in Europe.
A publishing firm might want to start a new unit to create oversized coffee-table
books. A company might want to buy an AM radio station. In such cases, execu-
tives may not want or be able to use the company’s current revenues to cover the
costs of the new venture.

A company generally has two ways to get money in anticipation of produc-
tion: it can take out loans, and/or it can encourage investments in the company.

Taking Out Loans A loan is money that is borrowed from an organization,
usually a bank, for a certain price (a percentage of the loan called an interest rate).
To get a loan, executives must persuade the lending organization that their plans
will realistically bring in the cash they expect so that the firm will be able to repay
the amount of the loan (its principal) plus the interest in a timely way. The lender
will also want to be sure that it has a claim on some of the current value (assets)
of the firm—for example, the real estate of an exhibition chain or the current hold-
ings of a radio station owner—in case the firm does not pay back the loan.

Investment banks are companies that arrange to lend millions, even tens and
hundreds of millions, of dollars to companies, and also arrange stock offerings.
Some investment banks specialize in particular industries, and the executives of
these investment banks feel they understand quite well the risks involved. Large
investment banks hire experts in particular industries to guide the banks’ lending
activities in their areas of expertise. These investment bankers assess the firms that
want loans and put together the terms of agreement. When very large amounts of
money are involved, the investment banker will organize a syndicate, a group of
banks that agree to share the risks and rewards of the lending deal. Because it takes
on more responsibility, the lead bank (the bank that organizes the syndicate) makes
more money on the deal than the others.

Encouraging Investments While bankers worry that firms will not be able
to pay back the money they have borrowed, executives of those firms worry about
how much money the loans are costing them. That is, paying the interest on the
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loan money borrowed
from a company, usually a
bank, for a certain price (a
percentage of the loan
called an interest rate)

investment banks
companies that arrange to
lend millions, even tens and
hundreds of millions, of
dollars to companies, and
also arrange stock offerings

syndicate a group of
banks that agree to share
the risks and rewards of a
lending deal, organized by
investment banks when very
large amounts of money are
required
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stock offering selling units
of ownership in the
company, or shares of stock,
to organizations and
individuals

venture capitalists
individuals or companies
that invest in startup or
nonpublic firms in the hope
that the firms’ value will
increase over time

initial public offering (IPO)
the offering for sale to the
general public of a
predetermined number of
shares of stock of a
company that previously
was owned by a limited
number of individuals and
the listing of the company’s
shares on a stock exchange

profits the amount of
money brought in by the
completed products minus
expenses

72

- UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF MASS MEDIA

loans requires cash that the company could use for other purposes. Consequently,
executives may prefer to raise money through stock offerings. A share of stock is
a unit of ownership in a company. All corporations, whether they are owned by
only a few people or millions of people, issue stock. When a company engages in
a stock offering, it sells these units of ownership to organizations and individuals.

For example, let’s say that DigitalDynamics, a media organization that creates
specialized sites on the Internet, wants to expand. One of its computer engineers
has just created a device that executives believe will revolutionize the industry and
make the firm a leader.

The three founders of the company still own all the stock; since there is no
public market for the stock, the value of each of their holdings equals the assets of
the firm divided by three. The founders (who also run the firm) are concerned that
taking out loans in addition to the loans they already have would make the inter-
est payments too high for the firm to afford, since they don’t expect the new device
to be profitable for at least a year. They decide to open up ownership of the com-
pany to people other than themselves.

Working with the company’s accountants and with outside specialists, the com-
pany’s founders determine the value of the company. That amount includes the
worth of its equipment and also its goodwill—that is, the value of its reputation
among its clients and potential clients in the online world. The founders decide
that the company should issue six million shares; each of the founders will keep
one million of those shares, and DigitalDynamics will offer the other three million
at $2 each. Consequently, if the company is able to sell all of the nonpartners’
shares, it will receive $6 million, which will be enough to expand the venture.

In view of its small size, DigitalDynamics will probably sell its stock to
venture capitalists. Venture capitalists are individuals or companies that invest in
startup or nonpublic firms in the hope that the firms’ value will increase over time.
These people and firms are in the business of assuming the high risks of investing
in such firms in the hope of receiving high rewards. In the case of DigitalDynamics,
they are assuming that the company’s earnings will increase because its new device
will bring in more business. That increase in earnings would make the company
more valuable, and so each share will be worth more than the amount the venture
capitalists paid for it. If the company were then sold, the venture capitalists would
get substantially more money than they invested.

There are other ways in which DigitalDynamics can raise more money.
Assume, for example, that after the sale of stock to the venture capitalists,
DigitalDynamics’ board of directors (which now includes some of the venture cap-
italists) decides upon an initial public offering (IPO) of the company’s stock. The
board needs to convince an investment banker that the company’s future is so great
that investment companies and individual investors would buy five million new
shares of the company’s stock at $10 a share. The investment bank agrees to man-
age (or underwrite) the offering for a fee. Because five million new shares will be
created, the shares that already exist will represent a smaller percentage of the own-
ership than they did before the IPO. Still, the market value of the early stockhold-
ers’ shares has gone from $2 to $10 a share. DigitalDynamics, meanwhile, has $50
million more to chew on.

Funding When Production is Already Complete

A primary indicator of the health of any company is its profits—the amount of
money brought in by the completed products minus expenses. Even if a company
is run efficiently and its expenses are low, it still needs to bring in ever-increasing
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amounts of revenue in order to increase its profits and satisfy its investors and
lenders. In mass media firms, there are several ways to bring in revenues:

Direct sales

The purchaser pays the producer, distributor or exhibitor for the item and can
use it in any way she or he sees fit—keep it forever, throw it away, give it to
someone else, or even resell it. In college textbook publishing, for example,
most of the money comes from sales to consumers (the students).

License fees

A person or organization pays the producer for the use of a product, but the
producer has ultimate control over the way it is used. For example, a toy com-
pany may pay Warner Brothers for the right to use the image of Bugs Bunny
on toy banks for five years. Similarly, if you have Microsoft Word on your
computer, what you have actually bought is a license to use it. (Remember the
package telling you that if you unwrap the disk, you are accepting the “license
agreement”? One consequence is that according to the agreement, you are pro-
hibited from reselling the software to someone else.)

Rentals

A producer, distributor, or exhibitor charges for the right to employ (read,
view, or hear) a mass media product for a certain period of time, and then gets
the product back. (For example, movie rentals—the store typically buys the
video from the production firm and tries to make a profit by renting it to you
and many others.)

Usage fees

The amount the producer, distributor or exhibitor charges for a mass media
product is based on the number of times the product is employed. (For exam-
ple, an Internet database of articles may charge you for the number of articles
or “page views” you print.)

Subscriptions

The producer, distributor or exhibitor charges for regularly providing a media
product or service. (Think of a magazine subscription, a subscription to a cable
system, and a subscription to a company that provides you with Internet
service.)

Advertising

A company buys space or time on a mass medium (a page in a magazine, thirty
seconds on a radio station) in which it is allowed to display a persuasive mes-
sage (an advertisement) for a product or service. We will have a good deal to
say about the workings of the advertising industry in Chapter 15. What is
important to remember here is that the advertising industry is the dominant
support system for the mass media. If advertising did not exist, the amount
you pay for magazines, newspapers, Internet content, and cable television, not
to mention broadcast television and radio, would skyrocket. Reliable estimates
suggest, for example, that because of advertising, people on average pay half
of what they would otherwise pay for magazines, and substantially less than
half for newspapers.

direct sales a strategy to
gain revenue in which the
consumer pays the producer,
distributor, or exhibitor for
the item and can use it in
any way she or he sees fit

license fees a strategy to
gain revenue in which a
person or organization pays
the producer for the use of
a product but the producer
has ultimate control over
the way it is used

rentals a strategy to gain
revenue in which a
producer, distributor, or
exhibitor charges for
employing (reading,
viewing, or hearing) a mass
media product for a certain
period of time, and then
gets it back

usage fees a strategy to
gain revenue in which the
producer, distributor, or
exhibitor charges for a mass
media product based on the
number of times it is
employed

subscriptions a strategy to
gain revenue in which the
producer, distributor, or
exhibitor charges for
continually providing a
media product or service

advertising a strategy to
gain revenue in which a
company buys space or time
on a mass medium (a page
in a magazine, thirty
seconds on a radio station)
in exchange for being
allowed to display a
persuasive message (an
advertisement) for a
product or service
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government regulation

a wide variety of activities
and laws through which
elected and appointed
officials at local, state, and
federal levels exercise
influence over media firms
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The mention of magazines and newspapers brings up another important point
about the sources of cash in mass media industries. Many companies in these indus-
tries benefit from what economists call a dual revenue stream. That is, they take
in money from two sources: advertisers and consumers. Magazine and newspaper
firms, for example, both sell ads and ask consumers to pay for each issue. Local
TV broadcasters, on the other hand, live off only a single revenue stream, adver-
tiser support; viewers do not have to pay them. This revenue stream happens to
be quite an outpouring: in 20035, local TV stations took in $24.6 billion from adver-
tisers. But as competition tightens in the television industry, as costs go up, and as
advertisers have the option of placing ads in other media if the local stations raise
their advertising rates, the single revenue stream does not look as lucrative as it
once did.

By now, the complexity of trying to navigate the mass media environment
should be quite clear. But wait—there’s more! Not only do media practitioners
have to worry about production, distribution, exhibition, and finance, they also
have to concern themselves with government regulation. Government regulation
involves a wide variety of activities and laws through which elected and appointed
officials at local, state, and federal levels exercise influence over media firms. The
different forms of regulation are so important to what media firms can and can-
not do when it comes to production, distribution, exhibition, advertising, and
finance, that we devote the entire next chapter—Chapter 3—to them.

Media Literacy and the Business of Media

At this point, you may be asking yourself two questions: how does knowing about
the business of media help me to be a more aware consumer of mass media mate-
rials? And what difference might being an aware consumer make in my life? The
questions speak, of course, to the important topic of media literacy, which we intro-
duced in Chapter 1.

To begin to answer these questions, think back to the billboard scenario that
began this chapter. Remember that the premise was that community leaders in the
neighborhood where you live had begun to complain about billboard advertising
featuring beer and sex, and you wanted to help these community leaders influence
billboard executives to change their ad policies. At the beginning of this chapter,
most of what you could do was list what you didn’t know. Now (after reading the
chapter), you ought to know enough to help your community deal with billboard
(or “outdoor”) firms.

For a starter, you know that billboard companies are the exhibition point of
a chain of events that often also involves companies that create the ad ideas
and other firms that actually make the posters and distribute them to the bill-
board owners. Your community group will try to persuade the exhibitors to
change their policies, but if they refuse, you now know that there may well be
two other levels of firms to which you can bring your demands. You might
put pressure on the ad agencies that thought up the ads, or on the companies
that manufactured them and delivered them to the billboard firm. The ad agen-
cies may be more sensitive to organized pressure and anger than the billboard
company.
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You now bring to your talk with company executives a basic understanding
of the advertising genre that will give you credibility with them and help you
make your arguments. You know, for example, that sex and violence are often
used in soft-sell advertising. The issue here is twofold: whether the practice is
ethical when it is used for selling beer and whether it is ethical in areas where
there are children who might consider the ads attractive and hip and so con-
sider the combination (sex and beer) attractive and hip.

Our discussion of the way media firms think about audiences and the impor-
tance of segmentation and targeting to today’s media should sensitize you to
the issues that outdoor firms consider when they put their billboards up and
that advertisers think about when they decide to place their ads on the bill-
boards. By examining the locations of the most objectionable billboards, you
might be able to show the billboard firms that you know that their supposed
targets—adults—are not their only targets. You might, for example, find sev-
eral of the objectionable billboards within a few blocks of high schools. That
can get you into an interesting discussion about the ethics of targeting that
audience and lead to leverage that you can apply to the firms.

There are many aspects of this business that we haven’t yet given you the tools
to address. We haven’t yet discussed mass media conglomerates in any detail, so
you may not feel comfortable talking about the cross-media strategies that liquor
firms might be using with the help of media conglomerates. Nor have we talked
about the possibility that you might be able to get help in your crusade from a gov-
ernment agency.

Even if there is still much to learn about this billboard issue as well as other
aspects of media, the hope is that you have already begun to watch TV, read the
newspaper, and use the Web with a new awareness of what is going on. Have you
begun to dissect the formats of your favorite TV shows or magazines? When you
open up “junk” mail, have you tried to figure out what target audiences you fit
into and where the firms got your name? When you’ve gone into a music store,
have you thought of the relationships among exhibition, distribution, and produc-
tion? Have you watched and read the news with an eye to the subgenres that
journalists use and, if it is hard news, the way they present the sense of an “objec-
tive” approach to the world through their use of the verbal and visual conventions
we discussed?

If not, you ought to try; it will open up new ways to view reality and the forces
that create it.
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For an interactive chapter recap and study guide, visit the companion website for
Media Today at www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND CRITICAL THINKING

1 Investigate whether and how the three largest U.S. mass media companies oper-
ate in the three largest mass media industries.

2 In what ways are the local television hard news stories both different from and
similar to the network TV hard news stories?

3 Can you see why companies in the information business might have to deal
with ethical and legal issues of privacy? What privacy issues come to mind,
and how do they affect you?

4  What does it mean to say that production in mass media firms is a collabora-
tive process?

5  Why might media practitioners not want their products to appeal to certain
audiences, even if those audiences are large?

INTERNET RESOURCES

Columbia Journalism Review (http//: www.cjr.com)
Columbia Journalism Review’s mission is to encourage and stimulate excellence
in journalism in the service of a free society. It is both a watchdog and a friend
of the press in all its forms, from newspapers to magazines to radio, television,

and the Web.

Editor and Publisher (www.editorandpublisher.com)
Editor and Publisher is a 116-year-old magazine covering the newspaper indus-
try in North America. This site provides detailed economic and demographic pro-
files of and links to newspaper markets in the United States and Canada.

I Want Media (www.iwantmedia.com)
This website focuses on diversified media news and resources. It provides quick
access to media news and industry data, and is updated throughout the day.

Veronis, Suhler and Associates (http://www.veronissuhler.com)
Veronis Suhler’s Internet Research Library contains reliable data and valuable
sources for the industry and financial information you need. Veronis Suhler’s
Internet Research Library delivers links to the websites that can answer your
research questions.
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You can find the definitions to these key terms in the marginal glossary out this
chapter. Test your knowledge of these terms with interactive flash cards on the

Media Today companion website.

accuracy
adequate revenue
administrative personnel
advertisement
advertising

analysis of existing data
audiences

blogs

collaborative activity
columnist

content

cooperative advertising
creative personnel
deadline

demographic indicators
demographics

direct sales

distribution

dramady

editorial

education
entertainment
exhibition

focus group

format

formula

freelancers

genres

government regulations
hard news

hard-sell ads

hybrid genres

hybridity

information
informational ads

initial public offering (IPO)
investigative reports

investment banks
journalist

license fees
lifestyle categories
line

loan

mass media production firm
media practitioners
objectivity

on-staff workers
parody

patterns of action
power of a distributor
product placement
production

profits
psychographics
rentals

research and development (R&D)
schedule

setting

shelf space

soft news

soft-sell ads

stock offering
subgenres

surveys

syndicate

talent guild
targeted

track record

trade incentives
typical characters
usage fees

venture capitalists
vertical integration
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CONSTRUCTING MEDIA LITERACY

1 Claritas is a company that helps marketers divide the United States into lifestyle
segments based on postal (ZIP) codes. Go to http://www.claritas.com on the
Web to explore their products and services. Explain three ways in which
Claritas is “constructing” America. If marketers use the constructions, how
might it affect the ways people view U.S. society and even themselves?

2 Go to the ZIP code look-up page on http://www.claritas.com. It allows you to
put in a neighborhood’s ZIP code and find out what lifestyle stories Claritas
connects to them. Put in two neighborhoods that you know are different from
one another economically or culturally. Compare the ways Claritas constructs
them.

3 To what extent do lists of popularity based on survey ratings or rankings affect
the music you buy, the books you read or the movies you see? Do you find the
lists helpful, or are you often disappointed when you base your media habits
on the popularity rankings?

4 Think of a “subgenre” of entertainment that you particularly enjoy—horror
movies, football films, workplace sitcoms, doctor shows, or some other one—
and try to track examples of these on TV or in the movies over the past half
century. (One resource to use is the Internet movie database, http://www.
imdb.com, which covers theatrical films and television series.) Judging by
descriptions of the programs and maybe by articles you can find about the
shows, can you identify a formula for the subgenre? If so, how has the formula
changed over time?

CASE STUDY Teens as a Constructed Audience

The idea One way to get a feel for the idea that audiences are constructed is to
see how advertisers actually construct audiences. In this case study you will go
through recent advertising trade magazines to see how marketing and media exec-
utives talk about an important audience—teens. You will also explore what their
construction of teens means for the ways they try to reach them and persuade them
to buy products.

The method To conduct this study, you need to know how to use a periodical
database in your school’s library. The most popular databases are Factiva and
LexisNexis. Knowing how to use these sorts of databases will help you learn a lot
about the state of media today. It may also help you get a summer, or a perma-
nent, job in a media firm.

1 Ask someone who knows how to use the database to show you how to do a
full-text search of the weekly trade magazine Advertising Age for the past six
months. Tell that person that you would like to investigate how Advertising
Age used the term teen or teenager during that time.

2 You may find that Advertising Age used the term a lot during that period. Ask
your professor what proportion of the articles you should read. If there are a
hundred articles or more, the class might divide into groups of two or three
people in each group. That way each group can share findings on all the arti-
cles and summarize them.
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For each article, note the title and date and then answer the following ques-

tions on a sheet or paper:

a  On what topic does it mention teenagers?

b How does it describe teenagers? To what extent, and how, does it divide
teens by gender, class, spending power, physical characteristics, personal-
ities, or other categories?

¢ Does the article make comparisons between teenagers and other groups
in society? If so, how?

d  What does the article say about teenagers’ value to advertisers, uses of dif-
ferent media, and uses of different products?

e  What, if anything, does the article say about how media firms create media
to attract teens?

f  What, if anything, does the article say about how media firms and adver-
tisers are creating advertisements to attract teens? With what messages
and images do they think they can persuade them?

Once you and your group have taken notes on all the articles, make an out-

line of a report that discusses what you learned about how teenagers are con-

structed by advertisers, why, and with what consequences for commercial
messages and for media.
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FORMAL AND INFORMAL CONTROLS ON
MEDIA CONTENT: GOVERNMENT REGULATION,
SELF-REGULATION, AND ETHICS

-EEES4 | Ml S S S

1 Explain the reasons for and the theories underlying media regulation
2 Identify and describe the different types of media regulation

3 Analyze the struggle that exists between citizens and regulatory bodies in the search for
information

4 Discuss the ways in which media organizations practice self-regulation, both internally and
externally

5 Explain the meaning, importance, and difficulties of applying and following basic ethical
principles within mass media organizations

6 Identify and evaluate some modern ethical dilemmas facing media practitioners today

7 Harness your media literacy skills in order to comprehend how media regulation affects you
as a consumer




“The First Amendment is inconvenient. But that is beside the point. Inconvenience does not absolve the

government of its obligation to tolerate speech.”

—ANTHONY KENNEDY, SUPREME COURT JUSTICE

“What progress we are making. In the Middle
Ages they would have burned me. Now they
are content with burning my books.”
Sigmund Freud, 1933, Jewish-Austrian
psychiatrist (1856-1939)

On May 10, 1933, the Nazi-led government of
Germany organized several book burnings at univer-
sities around the country. One took place in Berlin
at Wilhelm Humboldt University. Guided by top-
level politicians, students from the University came
together to select books to destroy from their univer-
sity library. They chose to burn books by Jewish and
Marxist authors and by other authors that the Nazi
government found disreputable, including such
world-famous thinkers as Heinrich Heine, Sigmund
Freud, Thomas Mann, Erich Maria Remarque,
Albert Einstein, Walter Benjamin, Karl Marx, Jack
London, and Margaret Sanger.

The students transported the books to the Franz
Joseph Platz, a large plaza next to the school.
Denouncing the authors and their ideas, they tossed
thousands of books into a bonfire. German newspa-
pers, which were allied with the government, tri-
umphantly reported that Germany was beginning to
purge itself of the alien and decadent corrupters of
the German spirit. Many newspapers and magazines
outside Germany responded with surprise and shock;
in the United States, journalists and authors
expressed outrage. A study of American reaction to
this and other book burnings that took place during
the 1930s concluded that the American public gen-
erally was upset about these incidents, even though
they took place so far away.! What was especially
shocking to many Americans in 1933—and remains
shocking even today—is the idea that a government
could command so much direct, destructive power
over mass media content. In addition to orchestrat-
ing book burnings throughout the rest of the 1930s,

the Nazis controlled German newspaper reaction to
those book burnings.

American schoolchildren are taught that such
government control over “the press” is contrary to
this nation’s democratic ideals. Yet many Americans
sometimes wish that the government would do some-
thing about what they consider media that are out of
moral control. They complain about sex, violence,
racism, sexism, and other aspects of media content.
They cry out for some sort of government action to
stop the objectionable images and words.

To what extent can U.S. government officials
respond to their concerns? To what extent should
they respond? What influence does the U.S. govern-
ment exert over the mass media? What are the legal
limits on government intervention? These are among
the questions that we address in this chapter.

We noted in Chapter 2 that the vast majority of
newspapers, magazines, books, radio shows, movies,
and television shows that reach Americans are com-
mercially produced. However, that doesn’t mean that
the government is out of the picture. Quite the con-
trary: government regulations have a tremendous
impact on the kinds of businesses media firms can
enter and the kinds of materials they are allowed to
create and show to audiences.

Government officials often encourage media com-
panies to regulate themselves in order to alleviate pub-
lic concerns, leading media executives to fear that
government actions to punish them will follow if they
don’t act the way the government wants them to. Amid
all their business requirements, the executives have to
decide what moral principles—what ethics—should
guide the creation and circulation of mass media mate-
rials. In addition, outside advocacy organizations that
want mass media firms to adopt the advocates’ princi-
ples for creating media content put further pressure on
media organizations to behave “ethically.”



regulation with regard to
mass media, laws and
guidelines that influence
the way media companies
produce, distribute, or
exhibit materials for
audiences

authoritarian approaches
approaches to media
regulation that require the
owners of mass media firms
to be avid supporters of the
authoritarian regime, with
workers who are willing to
create news and
entertainment materials
that adhere strictly to the
party line; typically adopted
by dictators who want to
keep themselves and the
elite class that supports
them in direct control over
all aspects of their society

Figure 3.1
Approaches to Government
Regulation of the Media
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Government Regulation
of the Media Marketplace

When we talk about the regulation of mass media, we mean laws and guidelines
that influence the way media companies produce, distribute or exhibit materials for
audiences. Government regulation of mass media covers a wide range of territory.
It can mean regulation by federal, state, county, or city government. Such regula-
tion is carried out for different reasons, and in different ways, in different countries.
Americans are often horrified by the extent of government control in other coun-
tries compared to that in their own country. Still, every government justifies its
approach to regulation on the grounds that it is the best for that society. Sometimes
many people in the society agree with the laws and guidelines, even though out-
siders consider them unacceptable. Other times, people in the society believe that
the laws are unfair and would like to see them change, but feel powerless.

Approaches to Media Regulation

Scholars who compare media systems around the world describe four different
approaches to government regulation of the media. These approaches describe the
amount of control government should have over the media, from high levels of
control to low levels of control. (See Figure 3.1.) Those four approaches are:

Authoritarian
Communist
Libertarian

Social responsibility

Let’s look at each of these ways of thinking about the government’s role in media
regulation individually.

Authoritarian Approaches Authoritarian approaches to media regulation
are aimed at controlling what the population sees, reads, and hears through media
outlets. These approaches are typically adopted by dictators who want to keep
themselves and the elite class that supports them in direct control over society.
Authoritarian rulers often claim that they are rescuing their people from evils that
the society may have experienced in the past. They justify controlling the media
and other aspects of life by saying that these activities are necessary in order to
unify the public and educate it in the truth.

The authoritarian approach does not require that all the media outlets be
owned by the government. It does require that the owners of mass media firms
support the authoritarian regime, with workers who are willing to create news and
entertainment materials that adhere to the party line. Those who dissent are
stripped of their media holdings and prevented from speaking against the regime.

Social
responsibility
approach

Libertarian
approach

Communist
approach

Authoritarian

approach

Level of governmental control
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Such governments also make it illegal for people to read or listen to media mate-
rials from other countries that the government doesn’t sanction.

Versions of the authoritarian approach were proudly practiced by the regimes
of fascist Germany and Italy before and during the Second World War. The gov-
ernments of Burma and Uzbekistan today can be described as among those oper-
ating under this philosophy of strict government control of the media. According
to a 2007 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty report about Uzbekistan, “truly inde-
pendent newspapers, radio, and television stations are almost nonexistent in
Uzbekistan, [and] the government has turned its attention to the Internet, block-
ing news websites and creating pro-government sites that cover events from the
government’s viewpoint.”?

Communist Approaches Like authoritarian approaches, communist
approaches to government regulation believe that the government should deter-
mine what the population sees, reads, hears, and experiences through media out-
lets. They depart from authoritarian approaches, however, in the way they justify
this control. They follow the writings of Vladimir Lenin, a leader of the Russian
communist revolution. Lenin argued that the purpose of communist society was
to help create a nation, and eventually a world, in which the common people would
share everything. In this ideal society, there would be no rich or poor classes. People
would be paid what they needed in order to live comfortably, no matter what kind
of job they held.

Lenin believed firmly that the mass media were important vehicles for teach-
ing people the values of communism. The media system of a communist society,
he said, should be considered part of its educational system. Following Lenin, coun-
tries with communist governments—North Korea and Cuba, for example—teach
their creators of news and entertainment that they must learn how to see the world
through the eyes of communist beliefs. Armed with these understandings, their
goal is to convey these beliefs in everything they produce for public consumption.

Libertarian Approaches On the other end of the spectrum from authori-
tarian and communist approaches to media control are libertarian approaches. It
comes down to opposing views of human nature—people who endorse the author-
itarian or communist approach to regulation of the media have little regard for the

communist approaches
approaches to media
regulation that hold that
the government should
determine what the
population sees, reads,
hears, and experiences
through media outlets, in
order to convey communist
beliefs in everything the
media produce for public
consumption

libertarian approaches
approaches to media
regulation that hold that
individuals are capable of
making sound decisions for
themselves and that
government should
intervene only in those rare
circumstances where society
cannot be served by people
going about their own
business; the mass media do
not represent such an area,
since individuals and
companies will create mass
media materials without
prodding from the
government

Book burnings were one of
the means Nazis used to
control media during the
Second World War.
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marketplace of ideas the
belief, asserted by John
Milton in Areopagitica, that
in a free-flowing media
system, individuals will be
able to make their own
decisions about what is true
and what is false, because
media competition will
allow different opinions to
emerge and struggle for
public approval (as in a
market), and in the end, the
true opinion will win out

individual in society; libertarians, in contrast, operate under the belief that indi-
viduals are capable of making sound decisions for themselves.

Libertarians believe that any government restrictions placed on the dissemi-
nation and expression of ideas infringe upon the rights of the individual. In their
view, government should intervene only in those rare circumstances in which soci-
ety cannot be served by people going about their own business. For example,
according to libertarians, government needs to intervene to provide a military
because individuals would not be likely to coordinate such an activity by them-
selves. The mass media, however, are not an area in which government needs to
intervene, since individuals and companies can readily create mass media materi-
als without the government’s help.

Moreover, say libertarians, in a free-flowing media system individuals will be
able to make their own decisions about what is true and what is false. Libertarians
get this notion from English writer and philosopher John Milton. In his 1644 pam-
phlet, Areopagitica, Milton called for a marketplace of ideas in which different opin-
ions would compete for public approval. Milton felt that truth would always win
out in such a contest.

“Where is this approach practiced?” you might ask. The answer is: nowhere. That
is because in democratic societies, where it might be practiced, critics consider the lib-
ertarian approach to mass media to be unrealistic. They say that giving media com-
panies total freedom to do as they like would lead to control of the media by a few
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John Milton’s Areopagitica, first published in 1644 as an appeal to Parliament
to rescind the Licensing Order which was designed to bring publishing under

government control by creating a number of official censors to whom authors
would submit their work for approval prior to having it published.
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huge corporations. There would not be any real struggle for “the truth” to come out
because there would not be enough different viewpoints presented. As such, political
democracies tend to choose the social responsibility approach to government regula-
tion—to which we now turn—over the libertarian one.

Social Responsibility Approaches Social responsibility approaches to
government regulation are in agreement with the libertarian belief in the impor-
tance of the individual and the marketplace of ideas. Supporters of social respon-
sibility approaches believe, however, that the real competition of ideas that
libertarians seek will never happen without government action to encourage
companies to be socially responsible by offering a diversity of voices and ideas.
They also say that sometimes what individuals or companies want to publish—
for example, child pornography—might be harmful to a large number of people
in the society.

Sometimes a media conglomerate may exert power in an unfair way by
destroying other media firms, which in turn might remove the voices of important
media organizations in society. Still other times, the interests of media corpora-
tions might make it impossible for the opinions of individual citizens—or even cit-
izens running for political office—to be heard by large numbers of people.
Circumstances such as these require media regulation, say the supporters of social
responsibility approaches. According to this view, government’s role is to make
sure that companies allow—and even encourage—social responsibility in the media
system so that a diverse marketplace of voices and ideas can flourish.

Of course, definitions of social responsibility will vary among societies, and
even within societies. The ideal in social responsibility approaches is to strike a
balance among the needs and rights of the individual, of media organizations, and
of the society as a whole. That balance may be struck by passing laws aimed at
forcing private media companies to pay attention to their social responsibilities.
This desire for a balance may also lead the government to provide public funding
for nonprofit media organizations that aren’t owned by the government; in the
United States, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which distributes money
to public broadcasters, is an example. In other circumstances, the government may
feel that a state-owned media organization is the best way to accomplish goals that
the private media system cannot or will not carry out. That is the philosophy that
created the British Broadcasting Corporation, which is supported to a great extent
by a tax on people who live in the United Kingdom.

The differences among the four approaches are shown in Figure 3.2. The cat-
egories may look quite distinctive in the illustration, but sometimes in real life
things get ambiguous. Where, for example, should we put China? Its government
is not run by a charismatic dictator or a military junta. Nor is China really a “com-
munist” state anymore; despite the name of its ruling party, capitalism is making
headway there. Of course, China is not a multiparty democracy (a traditional part
of the social responsibility model) but other parts of the model may apply: the
Chinese government does allow private print and broadcast media to exist, and it
has loosened some of its restrictions on criticizing government activities, especially
when it comes to corrupt activities of local administrators. In fact, it would not be
surprising if a Chinese official were to argue that his country espouses the “social
responsibility” model of media. The official might say that the Chinese govern-
ment wants to have the best balance between government and private control over
media in order to encourage the best balance between the individual and society
and, as a result, both social harmony and national security.

social responsibility
approaches approaches to
media regulation that agree
with the libertarian belief
in the importance of the
individual and the
marketplace of ideas,

but hold that the real
competition over ideas

will never happen without
government action to
encourage companies to

be socially responsible by
offering a diversity of voices
and ideas, and also argue
that sometimes things that
individuals or companies
want to publish—for
example, child
pornography—might be
harmful to a large number
of people in the society
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Differences Among the
Regulatory Approaches
The four regulatory
approaches typically reflect
(1) different types of
government, (2) different
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ownership, and (3)
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individual’s needs and
interests.
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Critics of China would reply that the gov-
ernment’s claim of regulation in the interest of
social harmony and diversity is merely a cover
to apply antidemocratic media regulations.
While the government allows private Internet
companies, in the name of social harmony and
security it enforces many rules about what
websites and people can discuss online about
the central government. Under the umbrella
of social responsibility, the government even
blocks websites (such as those about the
Chinese religious sect Falun Gong) that it says
incite social unrest. In fact, the human rights
group Amnesty International has claimed that
the Chinese government approach to the online
world has spawned a “Chinese model” that

“an Internet that allows economic growth but not

free speech or privacy—is growing in popularity, from a handful of countries five

years ago to dozens of governments today who block sites and arrest bloggers.”

3

We might conclude, then, that the four regulatory approaches do not describe
all situations. Societies may fall between these types, and it might be best to see
authoritarian, communist, social responsibility and libertarian as starting points
for analyzing the media structures of different societies rather than as absolute cat-
egories that can accommodate every situation. We should also not assume that
claiming a social responsibility model automatically means accepting certain norms
about freedom of the press. Clearly, definitions of social responsibility, and of the
preferred balance between individual and society, will vary widely.

Authoritarian

Communist

Social
responsibility

Libertarian

Government Ownership Individual vs.
type society
¢ Charismatic
dictator Often private Society
¢ Military junta
The
Communist statl\:?;\t\%e d Society
Party
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private, public celfne
Democratic, ! between
. funding, and .
multiparty sometimes individual and
state-owned SCSEL
Democratic, Private Individual
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Political, Economic, and Cultural Influences
on Government Regulation of the Media

It’s important to note that even when countries have the same approach to gov-
ernment regulation of the media—whether the approach is authoritarian, commu-
nist, social responsibility or even libertarian—the actual laws that they pass may
be quite different. Political, economic and/or cultural factors may help to explain
the differences in the ways countries translate the same approach into actual reg-
ulation. Let’s take a look at each.

Political Influences Political influences refer to the types of power that officials
can exert. The leaders of some countries have more power to impose their will over
their nation’s institutions than do the leaders of other countries. A dictator with a
strong army to enforce his orders will typically be able to exert more direct control
over his country’s television stations and newspapers than a dictator who does not
yet feel strong enough to pull every aspect of his society under his control.
Economic Influences Economic influences revolve around the costs of car-
rying out certain types of regulation. For example, the governments of some coun-
tries may feel that putting media arrangements in place may be too expensive, while
the governments of other countries may not be bothered by such costs. A country
that adopts the social responsibility approach may use tax money to maintain an
active educational TV broadcasting system, whereas another country may force
privately owned TV stations to devote a certain number of hours a day to educa-
tion. Similarly, some nations may pass laws mandating the use of government funds
to help schools get connected to the Internet, whereas other countries can’t afford
such efforts.

Cultural Influences Cultural influences center on the historical circumstances
that lead societies to accept certain media systems rather than others. The special
history and customs of particular societies lead different governments to feel dif-
ferently about the moral acceptability of certain regulations. Consider the post-
World War II German government, which like the United States has adopted a
social responsibility approach to media regulation. In an attempt to protect the
nation from repeating its horrific Nazi past, German laws today make it illegal for
any mass media outlet in the country to speak in favor of Nazi ideology or to deny
Germany’s intentional destruction of Europe’s Jews during World War II. Such
laws would undoubtedly be considered unconstitutional in the United States. As
we will see, the United States has a very different tradition with respect to limits
on the press.

U.S. Media Regulation and
the First Amendment

In the United States, the legal foundation for government’s relation to the press is
the First Amendment to the Constitution, which reads:

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech,
or of the press, or of the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and
to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

political influences the
types of power that
government officials have
to impose their will over the
nation’s institutions,
including the media

economic influences

the costs associated with
carrying out certain types
of government regulation

cultural influences the
historical and social
circumstances that lead
societies to accept certain
media systems and
government regulations
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The Bill of Rights, as this
parchment copy is now
known, is on permanent
display in the Rotunda of
the National Archives in
Washington, D.C.

The First Amendment’s
statement that “Congress
shall make no law
abridging freedom of
speech, or of the press,”
seems to rule out any type
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of government interference
in journalistic organizations
(“the press”), and maybe
even in media that do not
present only news. The
country’s Founders were
determined that in the new
nation, no one would need
the government’s permis-
sion to communicate ideas
to a wide public.

The reality of lawmak-
ing has been quite different,
however. Over the decades,
the federal government has been deeply involved in regulating all sorts of media
firms in ways that lawmakers insist do not conflict with the First Amendment.
Debate continues about the precise meaning of the First Amendment. The U.S.
Supreme Court has involved itself numerous times in sorting out fights between
government agencies interested in curtailing mass media content and companies
interested in protecting and extending it.

What Does the First Amendment Mean
by “No Law,” and Where Does it Apply?

From the time the First Amendment was passed, lawmakers and lawyers have
understood that its phrase “make no law” means that the federal branches of gov-
ernment could not make laws abridging press freedoms. They debated, however,
whether the First Amendment applies to the states as well. The issue is an impor-
tant one. Imagine you are the publisher of a newspaper that prints controversial
views about politicians throughout the United States. You would like to be sure
that the Constitution protects your work, no matter which politicians object to it.
If the legislature of the state in which you work has the right to stop you from pub-
lishing your views, your newspaper would likely go out of business.

In 1925, this question was resolved by the Supreme Court, in the case of
Gitlow vs. New York. Socialist agitator Benjamin Gitlow published a circular called
The Left Wing Manifesto, calling for an uprising to overthrow the government.
This upset local authorities, and Gitlow was convicted in the state of New York
for the statutory crime of criminal anarchy. Gitlow then appealed his case to the
U.S. Supreme Court. His lawyers argued that the Constitution (and therefore the
First Amendment) should override any state law that contradicts it.

The U.S. Supreme Court agreed with Gitlow and his lawyers, ruling that the
First Amendment’s phrase “Congress shall make no law” should be interpreted as
“government and its agencies shall make no law,” regardless of the location or
level of government. The Court reasoned that in the Fourteenth Amendment,
Congress had ensured that fundamental personal rights and liberties could not be
trampled by the states.
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What Does the First Amendment
Mean by “The Press”?

Here is another important question: when the Founders wrote that “Congress shall
make no law...abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press,” how did they
define the term press? The Founders could not have possibly imagined the com-
plex world of media messages and channels in which we currently live. So which
segments of the media are included under the First Amendment’s definition of “the
press”?

You can probably imagine the difference the answer to this question makes.
If only news companies fall under the protection of the First Amendment, then
book publishers, magazine firms, websites, movie companies and advertising firms
are open to government interference. That might place a chill on the creation of
entertainment and fiction, as companies would fear getting in trouble with federal
and state governments.

These issues have been of great importance to media firms and free-speech
advocates. In recent decades, though, court decisions and political interpretations
of what precisely the First Amendment means by “the press” have expanded the
definition to include all types of mass media, not just the journalistic press.

Film  The Supreme Court established the First Amendment’s protection of movies
in 1952, in the case of Burstyn vs. Wilson. In its ruling, the Court declared:

Expression by means of motion pictures is included within the free
speech and free press guaranty of the First and Fourteenth Amendments.
It cannot be doubted that motion pictures are a significant medium for the
communication of ideas. Their importance as an organ of public opinion
is not lessened by the fact that they are designed to entertain as well as
to inform.
(Burstyn vs. Wilson, 343 U.S. 495,
The Supreme Court of the United States, 1952)

This ruling was significant in that it overturned the Court’s long-standing 1919
decision in Mutual Film Corp vs. Obio Industrial Commission, which had ruled
that films were not a protected form of expression, because of their nature as nov-
elty and entertainment pieces.

TV and Radio TV and radio’s protection under the First Amendment was
established by the Supreme Court in 1973, in the case of CBS vs. Democratic
National Committee. In preparing the Court’s decision, Justice William Douglas
wrote:

TV and radio stand in the same protected position under the First
Amendment as do newspapers and magazines. The philosophy of the First
Amendment requires that result, for the fear that James Madison and
Thomas Jefferson had of government intrusion is perhaps even more
relevant to TV and radio than it is to newspapers and other like
publications. That fear was founded not only on the specter of a lawless
government but of government under the control of a faction that desired
to foist its views of the common good on the people.
(CBS vs. Democratic National Committee,
412 U.S. 94, Supreme Court of the United States, 1973)
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Other Forms of Entertainment The Supreme Court established the protected
status of entertainment content in its 1967 ruling in the case of Time Inc. vs. Hill.
The Court invalidated a New York Court of Appeals decision that the purpose of
a Life magazine article was entertainment and marketing, and so the article wasn’t
covered by the First Amendment. In explaining the Court’s reasoning, Justice
William Brennan quoted two previous Supreme Court decisions, Winters vs. New
York and New York Times Co. vs. Sullivan. He wrote a strong declaration that all
sorts of materials, not just news, enjoy First Amendment protection:

“The guarantees for speech and press are not the preserve of political expres-
sion or comment upon public affairs, essential as those are to healthy govern-
ment. One need only pick up any newspaper or magazine to comprehend the
vast range of published matter which exposes persons to public view, both
private citizens and public officials. ... The line between the informing and the
entertaining is too elusive for the protection of ... [freedom of the press].”
(Winters vs. New York, 333 U.S. 507, 510.)

Erroneous statement is no less inevitable in such a case than in the case of com-
ment upon public affairs, and in both, if innocent or merely negligent, “it must
be protected if the freedoms of expression are to have the ‘breathing space’
that they ‘need ... to survive.”” (New York Times Co. vs. Sullivan, supra, at
271-272.)4

Advertising In 1976, the Court ruled that even advertising and other forms of
commercial speech are included in the First Amendment’s definition of “the press”
and therefore enjoy protection. In Virginia State Board of Pharmacy et al. vs.
Virginia Citizens Consumer Council, a majority of the justices found that a state
law making it illegal for pharmacists to advertise their prices was unconstitutional.
Judge Harry Blackmun bluntly expressed the Court’s position: “What is at issue is
whether a State may completely suppress the dissemination of concededly truthful
information about entirely lawful activity, fearful of that information’s effect upon
its disseminators and its recipients.” He also answered bluntly: “Reserving other
questions, we conclude that the answer to this one is in the negative.”’

Based on such reasoning, in 2007 a Los Angeles federal judge refused to stop
the hamburger chain Jack in the Box from running ads that poked fun at Carl’s
Jr.’s high-end sirloin hamburgers from Angus cows by implying that the meat comes
from the cow’s hind section. Carl’s Jr.’s parent company had filed suit against Jack
in the Box, claiming its ads were false and misleading. In one spot poking fun at
Carl’s, the Jack character uses a diagram to point out that sirloin comes from the
cow’s midsection. When asked to point to the “Angus section,” Jack responds, “I’d
rather not.” Carl’s parent company argued that the ad and others like it were con-
fusing consumers into thinking its Angus burgers come from the “rear-end and/or
anus of beef cattle.” But the judge said there wasn’t enough evidence that the ads
were hurting the chain for him to stop the commercials from airing. He did say he
would reconsider if Carl’s presented persuasive evidence that the ads were deceiv-
ing people in the ways it claimed.®

What Does the First Amendment
Mean by “Abridging”?

The term abridge means “to cut short, curtail.” In fact, the Supreme Court has
often approved government restrictions on speech or the press that place limits on
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the time, place, and manner of an expression. Such restrictions are legal as long as
those limits:

Are applicable to everyone

Are without political bias

Serve a significant governmental interest

Leave ample alternative ways for the communication to take place

The issue has come up a lot in the area of outdoor advertising. Over the
decades, communities upset about both the clutter that billboards bring and the
content of some of them—sexual images and unwholesome products—have tried
to create laws regulating them. Based on the points above, courts have ruled that
any laws restricting outdoor advertising have to apply to all business and cannot
reflect any prejudice toward any particular lawful business. That approach satis-
fies the four criteria above. Following this logic, federal courts have ruled that
liquor ads could not be singled out for a ban on highways on the presumption that
teen drivers would be influenced by them. The reasoning is that free speech should
be protected as long as there are other ways to warn teenagers about the dangers
of drinking and driving.

Anti-cigarette activists argue that outdoor cigarette advertising ought to be an
exception to this approach. At this point, cigarette companies have stopped using
large billboards as part of a “voluntary” agreement with the federal government
to limit commercial messages for the product that, while it harms people, can
still be bought legally. In 2007, however, U.S. Senator Ted Kennedy championed
legislation that would let the Food and Drug Administration regulate tobacco and
its advertising, including banning outdoor ads within 1,000 feet of schools or play-
grounds, ending giveaways of promotional items, and limiting sponsorships of
athletic, musical or social events. Pro-advertising interests contended that such
restrictions would be unconstitutional, and the law did not pass.”

Whether or not courts would consider these broad prohibitions against
cigarette advertising acceptable, the argument around Kennedy’s proposal does
highlight the point that when it comes to abridgment or regulation, as we will
see, some types of media expressions are protected more than others (see
Figure 3.3). Moreover, we must also recognize that regulation is not limited to the
content level. Government decisions that affect the economic health of a company
or industry can also be thought of as an abridgment of “the press” because such

Most Figure 3.3
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prior restraint government
restriction of speech before
it is made

injunction a court order
requiring a person or
organization to perform or
refrain from performing a
particular act
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decisions often affect the media products that the companies produce, distribute
and exhibit.

Types of Media Regulation

Certain kinds of media regulation have been found constitutional numerous times
by the Supreme Court. We can divide these types of governmental regulation into
three categories:

Regulation of content before it is distributed
Regulation of content after it has been distributed
Economic regulations

Let’s look at each of these three types separately.

Regulating Content Before Distribution

When the government restricts speech before it is made, it is engaging in prior
restraint. Since the 1930s, the U.S. Supreme Court has consistently ruled that the
practice of regulating or restricting speech before it is made violates both the spirit
and the letter of the First Amendment. At the same time, however, the Court has
held that in some specific circumstances—rare though they may be—such censor-
ship before the fact is in the interest of the public good.

To understand the importance of the Supreme Court’s approach, consider the
landmark 1931 case of Near vs. Minnesota, in which the Court struck down a
Minnesota law that allowed prior restraint. This law gave judges the authority to
allow police to halt the distribution of “malicious, scandalous or defamatory pub-
lications.” Such authority was granted against anti-Semitic newspaper publishers
Jay Near and Howard Guilford who wrote in their Saturday Press, “every snake-
faced gangster and embryonic yegg in the Twin Cities is a JEW,” and accused the
Minneapolis police chief of turning a blind eye to Jewish crime.

The trial court declared the paper a nuisance and issued an injunction—a court
order requiring a person or organization to perform or refrain from performing a
particular act—that said if Near and Guilford printed such “defamatory” and
“scandalous” comments again, they would automatically be punished for being in
contempt of court. Near appealed against the injunction, and although the
Minnesota Supreme Court upheld the trial court, the U.S. Supreme Court, in a five
to four decision, reversed the state decision and allowed the Saturday Press to con-
tinue publication.

You might wonder why. After all, wouldn’t squelching this sort of verbal
garbage be a victory for decency? Writing for the majority, Chief Justice Charles
Hughes stated that even though the articles were despicable, there was a more
important principle at stake. He said that the main purpose of the First Amendment
is to prevent prior restraint on publication. Hughes added that he agreed that
charges of government scandal might very well cause a public scandal. But, he said,
“a more serious public evil would be caused by authority to prevent publication.”

In writing his decision in the Near case, Chief Justice Hughes cited instances
in which prior restraint would be acceptable under certain circumstances. And, in
fact, over the years, the Court has been strict about not allowing prior restraint
when political ideas are involved. It has allowed the regulation of content before
publication in some cases involving:
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Obscenity

National security

Military operations

Clear and present danger to public safety
Copyright

Courtroom proceedings

Education

Commercial speech

Let’s take a brief look at each of these special cases in which prior restraint may
be allowed.

Obscenity and Pornography The Supreme Court has ruled that obscene
materials are not protected by the First Amendment. The trick, however, has been
to decide the exact meaning of the word obscenity.

The term obscene means “offensive to accepted standards of decency or mod-
esty.” One problem, of course, is that different people may have different stan-
dards of what constitutes obscenity; books such as D.H. Lawrence’s Lady
Chatterley’s Lover, Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, and ]J.D. Salinger’s Catcher
in the Rye may not be acceptable to some in the society, but may be considered
genuine works of art by others. Of course, the same holds with respect to images
on websites. In 2007, the European Commission posted a montage of “sex scenes”
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obscene material material
that deals with sex in a
manner appealing to
prurient interest

pornography the
presentation of sexually
explicit behavior, as in a
photograph, intended to
arouse sexual excitement
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from European films on a new video-sharing website in order to make an artistic
point about cooperation (“Let’s come together”) and draw attention to its area of
the site. Some, though, didn’t see art there at all and decried the online video as
“immoral.”® Related to these disagreements about obscenity is the dilemma that
the public’s collective standards of what is obscene and what is not obscene change
and shift almost constantly. Communities that deemed a book or film obscene in
the 1970s might not agree with that assessment today.

In 1957, the U.S. Supreme Court made a significant advance in the freedom
of expression with regard to sex. It held that:

Sex and obscenity are not synonymous. Obscene material is material which
deals with sex in a manner appealing to prurient interest. The portrayal of
sex in art, literature and scientific works, is not itself sufficient reason to
deny material the constitutional protection of freedom of speech and press.
Sex, a great and mysterious motive force in human life, has indisputably
been a subject of absorbing interest to mankind through the ages; it is one
of the vital problems of human interest and public concern.

(Roth vs. United States, 354 U.S. 476, 1957)

Additionally, the Court ruled, “The standard for judging obscenity, adequate
to withstand the charge of constitutional infirmity, is whether, to the average per-
son, applying contemporary community standards, the dominant theme of the
material, taken as a whole, appeals to prurient interest” (Roth vs. United States,
354 U.S. 476, 1957). In this way, the Court made it clear that a media product
must be considered in its entirety, and not just in excerpt. It also made it clear
that the standard to be used must be community-based; that is, what is
deemed obscene in Bloomington, Indiana, may be seen as merely pornographic in
Boston, Massachusetts, and may be judged as purely artistic in Los Angeles,
California.

The word obscenity is often linked to the word pornography, which can be
defined as “pictures, writing, or other material that is sexually explicit.”
Pornographic materials are not subject to prior restraint unless they are declared
obscene. For more than a century, conservative and liberal groups have argued
over the presence of obscenity in a gamut of materials accused of being porno-
graphic—from books (Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret), to magazines
(Hustler), to video games (hidden sexual content in Grand Theft Auto: San
Andpreas) to music (Crime Mob’s Rock Yo Hips, for example®).

According to a three-part rule devised by the U.S. Supreme Court in the 1973
case of Miller vs. California, a mass media product—whether it is pornographic
in nature or not—would be declared obscene if it meets all three of the following
tests:

First, an average person, applying current standards of the community, would
have to find that the work as an entirety reflects an obsessive interest in sex.
Second, the work has to portray in a clearly offensive manner—in pictures or
writing—certain sexual conduct specifically described as unallowable by state
law.

Third, a reasonable person has to agree that the work lacks serious literary,
artistic, scientific, or political usefulness.

It is important to note that even if pornographic materials do not meet these
tests of obscenity, they can still be restricted under import regulations, postal
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A Selection of Challenged o

Banned Books in the 2000s

“Profanity”

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou
Challenged as required reading for Hamilton, Montana, fresh-
man English classes (2002). At issue are scenes in which the
author explores her sexuality through intercourse as a
teenager and the depiction of a rape and molestation of an
eight-yearold girl; homosexuality is another theme explored
in the book that has drawn criticism.

The Color Purple by Alice Walker
Challenged, along with seventeen other titles in the Fairfax
County, Virginia, Elementary and Secondary libraries (2002).

Both books were challenged (2002), by a group called Parents
Against Bad Books in Schools. The group contends the books
“contain profanity and descriptions of drug abuse, sexually
explicit conduct, and torture.”

“Gay positive”

My Brother has AIDS by Deborah Davis

Challenged at the Montgomery County, Texas, Memorial
Library System (2004) along with fifteen other young-adult
books with gay-positive themes.

“Adult themes”

Brave New World by Aldous Huxley

Challenged, but retained in the South Texas Independent
School District in Mercedes, Texas (2003). Parents objected
to the adult themes—sexuality, drugs, and suicide—found
in the novel. Huxley's book was part of the summer Science
Academy curriculum.

“Degrading”

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee

Challenged at the Stanford Middle School in Durham, N.C.
(2004), because the 1961 Pulitzer Prize-winning novel uses
the word “nigger.” Challenged, but retained in the Normal,
[llinois, Community High School sophomore literature class
(2004) despite concerns the novel is degrading to African
Americans.

“Promotes witchcraft”

Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson

Challenged in the middle school curriculum in Cromwell,
Connecticut (2002), due to concern that it promotes witch-
craft and violence. The book is the recipient of the 1978
Newbery Medal for children’s literature.

INFORMAL CONTROLS ON MEDIA CONTENT -

CULTURE

TODAY

“Stupid”

Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets by J.K. Rowling
A federal judge overturned restricted access to the Harry
Potter book after parents of a Cedarville, Arkansas (2002),
fourth-grader filed a federal lawsuit challenging restrictions,
which required students to present written permission from
a parent to borrow the book. The novel was originally chal-
lenged because it characterized authority as “stupid” and
portrays “good witches and good magic.” Challenged, but
retained in the New Haven, Connecticut, schools (2003)
despite claims the series “makes witchcraft and wizardry
alluring to children.”

“Violence”

Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck

Challenged in the Normal, lllinois, Community High School
(2003) because the book contains “racial slurs, profanity,
violence, and does not represent traditional values.” An alter-
native book, Steinbeck’s The Pearl, was offered but rejected
by the family challenging the novel.

“Inappropriate”

The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan

Challenged at the Arrowhead High School in Merton,
Wisconsin (2004), as an elective reading list assignment by
a parent because the book contains “sexually explicit and
inappropriate material.”

“Degrading”

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain
[Samuel L. Clemens].

Challenged in the Normal, lllinois, Community High School
sophomore literature class (2004) as being degrading to
African Americans. The Chosen was offered as an alterna-
tive to Twain's novel. Pulled from the reading lists at the
three Renton, Washington high schools (2004) after an
African-American student said the book degraded her and her
culture.

Source: Adapted from Robert P Doyle's “Books Challenged or
Banned in 2002-2003," “Books Challenged or Banned in 2003-2004,"
and “Books Challenged or Banned in 2004-2005." Illinois Library
Association. http://www.ila.org/advocacy/banned.htm, accessed
01/29/2007.
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national security one of
the circumstances that
permits government
censorship via prior
restraint; an example is the
right to restrain speech
about military activities
during times of war

regulations, zoning ordinances, and other laws. For example, child-abuse laws
have been used to bar materials that feature nude children. Similarly, concern
about a large number of “porno” stores in certain areas of New York City led the
city to prohibit merchants from selling specific hard-core sexual materials in all
but a few locations in the five boroughs. Beginning in the fall of 1996, anyone
wanting to make money from selling those kinds of videos and books exclusively
or predominantly would have to set up shop in very specific and often inaccessi-
ble areas.

National Security The U.S. Supreme Court has consistently ruled that the
government has a right to censorship via prior restraint when the national security
of the United States is at stake. For example, a newspaper can be stopped from
disseminating the names of U.S. intelligence agents, or a television station from
broadcasting the numbers and names of soldiers heading to the front, or of ships
leaving a port when the nation is on a war footing.

In the last few decades, however, the Court has made it clear that the term
national security should be defined narrowly. In 1971, the federal government tried
to justify prior restraint by applying a very broad interpretation of national secu-
rity. Daniel Ellsberg, a government researcher, investigated U.S. policy in Vietnam
and subsequently prepared a detailed Pentagon study on the subject. Ellsberg, who
strongly believed that the American public was entitled to an inside look at
Pentagon decision-making, secretly copied the entire study (even though the doc-
ument was stamped “top secret”) and handed it over to Neil Sheehan, a reporter
for the New York Times. Government officials were alarmed when the New York
Times began publishing excerpts from the study, which became known as the
Pentagon Papers.

Claiming harm to national security, the Nixon administration got a district
court to order the Times to halt the series, but the newspaper did not do so, and
instead turned to the U.S. Supreme Court. In its argument before the Court, the
government claimed that publication of the Pentagon Papers had put national secu-
rity at risk—but that claim proved to be weak and without merit. The Court sub-

The Supreme Court ruled
that the government could
not halt the publication of
the Pentagon Papers
despite the government'’s
claim that publication

had put national

security at risk.
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sequently ruled that the government could not stop publication of the Pentagon
Papers. In the Court’s decision, Justice Hugo Black wrote:

Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in
government. And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is
the duty to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people
and sending them off to distant lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign
shot and shell. In my view, far from deserving condemnation for their
courageous reporting, the New York Times, the Washington Post, and
other newspapers should be commended for serving the purpose that the
Founding Fathers saw so clearly. In revealing the workings of government
that led to the Vietnam War, the newspapers nobly did precisely that which
the Founders hoped and trusted they would do ...
(New York Times vs. United States,
U.S. Supreme Court, 403 U.S. 713, 1971)

Despite the government’s defeat in this case, the Court held that it could
conceive of circumstances in which the national security of the United States
could override First Amendment guarantees against prior restraint. The ruling
thus upheld prior cases in which the Court had held that the government would
be within its rights in restraining reports on troop movement and other military
activities in wartime, if those reports constituted a “clear and present danger” to
U.S. national security.

Military Operations The regulation and control of media content during
times of war has taken place since the Civil War. At times, media personnel have
been required to submit their scripts and stories for governmental review before
distribution.
During World War I, Congress passed the Espionage Act (1917) and the
Sedition Act (1918), which together formalized wartime censorship of the press by
preventing “disloyal” publications from being mailed via the U.S. Postal Service.
During World War II, the Espionage Act was again put into effect—allowing the
government to control broadcasting from 1941 until 1945. During this time, the
Office of Censorship had the power to censor international communication at its
“absolute discretion.” With a staff of more than 10,000 censors, the office rou-
tinely examined mail, cables, newspapers, magazines, films, and radio broadcasts.
Its operations constituted the most extensive government censorship of the media
in U.S. history and one of the most vivid examples of the use of executive emer-
geNncy powers.
In cases in which the United States is involved in a military operation but has
not officially declared war, the government may seek to control access to informa-
tion, rather than officially censoring that content. When U.S. troops were sent to
the Caribbean island of Grenada in 1983, the Pentagon took control of all trans-
portation to and from the island, and refused to transport reporters to the island
to cover the conflict. Journalists protested this military news “blackout.” In 1989,
when U.S. troops were sent to Panama, the Pentagon instituted a system of pool pool reporters selected
reporters—selected members of the media who are present at a news event and ~ members of the media who
share facts, stories, images, and firsthand knowledge of that event with others. are present at a news event
Journalists were skeptical about the system, and as it turned out, their skepticism ~ and share facts, stories,
was well founded. Reporters in the press pool were held in a briefing room at a images, and firsthand
.- . - . . . knowledge of that event
military post, and were given briefings that consisted of little more than history with others
lessons on the relationship between the United States and Panama. As a conse-
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More than 600 reporters
and photographers
traveled alongside coalition
troops as “embedded
journalists” to report on
the U.S. invasion of Iraq in
March 2003. Some critics
worried that the journalists
would lose their objectivity
as they relied on the troops
for their safety, but other
observers welcomed
increased public access

to the battlefield.
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embeds reporters who
receive permission from the
military to travel with a
military unit across the
battlefield

unilaterals reporters who
receive permission from the
military to travel across the
battlefield without military
escort

bad tendency materials
that may be restricted
because they are distributed
in a time of war, domestic
unrest, or riot, even though
they do not meet the level
of clear and present danger
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quence, journalists soured on the idea of a specially chosen pool of reporters, and
the practice faded.

In the Iraq War that began in 2004, the military allowed embeds—reporters
who received permission to travel with a military unit across the battlefield. The
Defense Department required all embeds to agree not to break military informa-
tion embargos, not to report on ongoing missions without clearance, and not to
reveal deployment levels below large numbers such as troop corps and carrier bat-
tle groups. Nevertheless, some news outlets such as CNN and the UK’s ITN with
embeds pushed the limits of these requirements, and they were periodically threat-
ened with losing the right to have embeds. Despite the restrictions, many of the
embeds in Iraq were able to report the battlefield in great detail; one book calls
the initial U.S. invasion of Iraq “the most covered war in history.” % According to
one reporter who studied the embed approach, journalists who were embedded in
Iraq “experienced a freedom to do their jobs that journalists had not had since the
Vietnam War.”!!

Critics have pointed out that a disadvantage of the embeds was the tendency
for them to be highly sympathetic to the troops with whom they lived and on whom
they depended for survival. These critics argue that self-censorship was sometimes
the result. To meet these criticisms, the military allowed other journalists to work
as unilaterals—to travel through the war zone by themselves.

Clear and Present Danger The U.S. Supreme Court has long held that
speech can be limited before it is distributed if the result of that speech is likely to
pose a threat to society. But what determines whether that speech (or media con-
tent) poses a threat? The answer has varied over the decades, with more recent
Supreme Court decisions making it difficult to restrain speech based on the clear
and present danger test.

The earliest justification for imposing prior restraint because of social threats
involved the bad tendency test. Under this rule, the government could restrain media
material if it had any tendency to cause social evil. As you might imagine, this rule
has the potential to cover a lot of territory; for example, a speech by a labor organ-
izer that holds even a small chance of creating a disturbance could be open to prior
restraint. The bad tendency test was eventually ruled unconstitutionally vague and
hasn’t been used since the early 1900s.
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Taking its place is the clear and present danger test set forth by Supreme Court
Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes. The difference between the clear and present dan-
ger test and the bad tendency test is that Holmes” approach suggests the impor-
tance of the social evil being likely to happen (not just that it might happen) and
that it would happen imminently (that is, soon after the material is released).

The case that Holmes used to put forth his idea would probably not be con-
sidered a clear and present danger by today’s standard. It centered on two
socialists who distributed anti-draft pamphlets during World War I, and who were
convicted of violating the Espionage Act of 1917. When the Supreme Court heard
their appeal in a 1919 case called Schenck vs. United States, Holmes wrote for
the majority of justices that the socialists could be convicted. Ordinarily, the
pamphlets would be protected by the First Amendment, he said. But, Holmes
continued, distributing the pamphlets during wartime was similar to the kind
of danger created by “crying fire in a crowded theater.” His point was that the
government has a right to restrict the speech of anyone (or any organization)
whose words might clearly cause social harm in particular circumstances. Holmes’
comparison of circulating the leaflets to crying fire in a crowded theater was an
odd one. He ignored that the prosecution in that case never produced evidence
that anybody refused to be drafted directly because of the circulars. His willing-
ness to give broad leeway to such fears, however, influenced courts for decades
to come.

Then, in 1957, the Supreme Court in Yates vs. United States interpreted “clear
and present danger” in a narrower, more literal way when it overturned a conspir-
acy conviction because the danger was too far removed (that is, not imminent and
perhaps not even likely). Similarly, in a 1969 case, the Court ruled that even speech
by the Ku Klux Klan is protected unless it is specifically directed toward produc-
ing imminent lawless action. These cases set a legal precedent: although the gov-
ernment can still impose prior restraint because a media product will likely cause
imminent social harm, it’s rare to find cases that fit these criteria.

Copyright When we speak about copyright, we mean the legal protection of
an author’s right to a work. According to the U.S. Constitution, the purpose of
copyright is “to promote the progress of science and the useful arts.” The framers
of the Constitution believed that only if people could profit from their work would
they want to create materials that could ultimately benefit the nation as a whole.
At the same time, the framers wanted lawmakers to strike a balance between the
rights of authors to gain personally from their work, and the right of the society
to draw on the information.

The hesitancy of government agencies to stop the press from circulating
content does not apply to copyright violations, for two reasons. The first is
that authors ought to be able to control how their work—their intellectual
property—is used. The second is that authors should be paid fairly for the use of
their work.

The Copyright Act of 1976 lays out the basic rules as they exist in the United
States today. The law, as later modified (in 1978 and again in 1998), recognizes
the rights of an individual creator (in any medium) from the time he or she has cre-
ated a work, and protects a creative work for the lifetime of its author plus sev-
enty years.

As an example, let us say that Hector, an English student, writes a poem. From
the moment Hector finishes the poem, he holds an automatic copyright on the
poem for his lifetime plus seventy years. He may, if he decides, send the poem to
the U.S. Copyright Office to register it for a small fee. Even if he does not do this,

clear and present danger
test as stated by Justice
Oliver Wendell Holmes,
"expression can be limited
by the government when
the words are used in such
circumstances and are of
such a nature as to create a
clear and present danger
that they will bring about
the substantive evils that
Congress has a right to
prevent”

copyright the legal
protection of an author’s
right to a work

Copyright Act of 1976 a
law that recognizes the
rights of an individual
creator (in any medium)
from the time he or she has
created a work, and
protects a creative work for
the lifetime of that author
plus seventy years
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fair use regulations
provisions under which a
person or company may use
small portions of a
copyrighted work without
asking permission

transformative when use
of copyrighted material
presents the work in a way
that adds interpretation to
it so that some people
might see it in a new light
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however, he is protected as long as he can prove that he wrote the poem before
anyone else did. (In order to prove when a work was created, some people mail a
copy of the work to themselves and do not open it. The cancellation by the post
office serves as proof of the date the material was sent. Let’s say that Hector does
that with his poem.)

Hector is proud of his poem, and he sends it to his friend Paloma, a former
classmate in a summer poetry workshop. Now let’s say that Paloma is envious of
Hector’s poem. She submits the poem to a literary journal as her own, and the jour-
nal accepts it, pays her a small honorarium, and publishes it under her name, not
Hector’s. At this point, Paloma has violated U.S. copyright law, and she can be
prosecuted if Hector pursues the case, since she falsely passed herself off as the
poem’s true author.

But even if Paloma had not lied about the poem’s authorship—Ilet’s say she was
so proud of Hector and his poem that she submitted it to the journal under Hector’s
name to surprise him—Paloma (and the journal) probably would not be allowed
to publish the poem—or even parts of it. Apart from not asking Hector’s permis-
sion to publish the poem, Paloma has also violated the second proposition of copy-
right law—that authors must be paid fairly for the use of their works. Sometimes,
even a line of a poem or a song may be considered crucial to the work’s value. As
you can see, Paloma and the editors of the literary journal would have to think hard
before they printed all or part of Hector’s poem without getting his permission.

The copyright rules for musical compositions are similar to those for poems.
If a magazine or website wants to publish selected words or music from a tune by
Paul McCartney, it needs the permission of his publisher. Copying parts of copy-
righted musical material from someone else who had paid for it is also not legal.
For decades, while businesses paid attention to this law, individuals ignored it.
Friends would often lend records to their friends so that they could copy them onto
tapes or CDs. If recording industry executives minded, they generally didn’t make
noise about it. One reason might be that the taped copies were not as good in sound
quality as the originals. As we will see in Chapter 10, when we discuss the record-
ing industry, their perspective has changed drastically. With the advent of perfect
digital copies and the ability to share them over the Internet, recording industry
officials are hauling into court people who share and record copyrighted music
without the publisher’s permission. We will review the pros and cons of this activ-
ity in Chapter 10, but here it is relevant to note what those officials have not
emphasized: even copying part of a song without permission can make one a copy-
right violator.

Fair Use

Although Congress has generally supported the right of copyright holders over the
desire of individuals to copy their material, one exception involves writers or aca-
demics who want to quote from copyrighted material in order to carry out criti-
cal analyses. A poet, artist, or novelist might charge an exorbitant rate for use of
their works that would make it impossible for a scholar to share critical responses
to it. To get around these problems, the law provides fair use regulations. Generally,
they indicate that a person or company may use small portions of a copyrighted
work without asking permission. Nonprofit, educational purposes have more lee-
way than for-profit ventures.

Another important consideration in fair use decisions is the commercial dam-
age that copying may cause to the copyright material. A third criterion in favor of
fair use is the transformative use of the copyrighted material. A use is transforma-
tive when it presents the work in a way that adds interpretations to it so that some
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people might see it in a new light. So, for example, a magazine essay on John
Updike’s novels that quotes various passages from them to show how his views of
suburbia have changed over time would likely be considered fair use. By these cri-
teria, when scholarly critiques of popular culture quote from copyright materials
to make their points, that is almost surely fair use.

Despite fair use regulations, college copy shops must contact publishers and
get permission when they want to use entire articles in “bulk packs” for classes.
And you may not know it, but photocopying a work for your own pleasure is nor-
mally not fair use. One curious exception to fair use guidelines relates to the video-
tape recorder. The Supreme Court ruled in 1984 that homeowners may record
copyrighted TV shows for their personal, noncommercial use. A majority of the
justices reasoned that taping was legal because people use the tapes for time shift-
ing—that is, taping for later viewing what they would have watched anyway.

Today, time shifting is a way of life for many people who record TV shows and
movies on digital video recorders (DVRs). Legal though the practice is, it has
brought interesting headaches to media companies and their advertisers, as people
view the programs they copied but not the commercials that support them. Even
greater headaches have come with the rise of digital technologies that make it sim-
ple for people to copy all sorts of copyrighted materials (including music and movies)
in circumstances that do not fall within the fair use rules. Some copyright owners
call these behaviors “piracy” and demand that audiences stop doing it. The activi-
ties raise important legal and ethical issues that we will explore in chapters to come.

Parodies

A parody is a work that imitates another work for laughs in a way that comments parody a work that

on the original work in one way or another. It is perfectly legal to create parodies ~ imitates another work for
of copyrighted material. A number of major court cases have ruled that when artists laughs in a way that

comments on the original

add new perspective to a copyrighted material, in the process critiquing it and
work in one way or another

encouraging people to see it in different ways, that is fully legal. Supreme Court
Justice David Souter even suggested that parodies have stronger rights than other
kinds of fair use material in that the creator of a parody “may quite legitimately
aim at destroying [the original] commercially as well as artistically.”'? The prob-
lem with parodies from a legal standpoint, though, is that the line between them
and copyright violation is sometimes hard to figure out.

For one thing, not all comically altered
versions of songs are fair use. That may
explain why Weird Al Yankovic is so conser-
vative when it comes to using his musical par-
odies. Weird Al is a performer who has based
his professional career on writing and record-
ing parodies of popular songs. Pieces such as
My Bologna (a take on the Knack’s My
Sharona), I Love Rocky Road, Another One
Rides the Bus, Eat It, Like a Surgeon, I Think
I'm a Clone Now, and Smells Like Nirvana,
have given him long-term popularity with a
huge number of fans around the globe. Yet
Weird Al is actually pretty conservative
regarding his parodic creations. His lawyers
may have pointed out to him that while his
lyrics are funny, they don’t really criticize the
originals; nor does his musical take on the

Weird Al Yankovic has built
a career on writing and
recording parodies of
popular songs.
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commercial speech
messages that are designed
to sell you products or
services
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originals vary much from them. Perhaps as a result, Weird Al notes he always seeks
permission from the artists and writers of the songs before he puts his spin on them.
“The parodies are all in good fun and good taste,” he says, “and most of the artists
normally take it that way. I prefer to have them on my team and I like to sleep well
at night.”!3

Education Prior restraint in education—especially with regard to primary and
secondary education—involves newspapers created by students as part of their
schoolwork. In 1988, in the case of Hazelwood School District vs. Kuhlmeier, the
Supreme Court held that a principal’s decision to remove two articles from a high
school newspaper—one describing students’ experiences with pregnancy, and
another discussing the impact of divorce on students at the school—was perfectly
legal. The newspaper was written and edited by a journalism class, as part of the
school’s curriculum.

Following school policy, the teacher in charge of the student newspaper
submitted page proofs to the school’s principal, who objected to the pregnancy
story because the pregnant students, although not named, could easily have
been identified from the text, and because he believed that the article’s references
to sexual activity and birth control were inappropriate for some of the younger
students.

The Court held that, “A school need not tolerate student speech that is incon-
sistent with its basic educational mission, even though the government could not
censor similar speech outside the school.” The Court reasoned that because the
school newspaper was part of the school’s educational curriculum (it was open
only to students taking journalism courses), it was not entitled to First Amendment
protection. The wording seems to grant freedom of the press to school newspa-
pers that are not part of the curriculum; college newspapers would seem to fit into
this protected category.

Commercial Speech Yetanother area in which the courts have allowed prior
restraint over mass media content is what the legal profession calls commercial
speech. Advertisements make up a large part of this domain, but it also includes
all kinds of messages that are designed to sell you products or services, from
straightforward TV and magazine ads, to Internet pop-up ads, to phone calls that
try to convince you to buy stocks. Over the decades, the U.S. Supreme Court has
made clear its view that the Constitution allows the government a level of control
over commercial speech that it does not tolerate when noncommercial content is
involved.

Sometimes, government officials don’t know of a false ad until it is released,
but because of their prior-restraint powers they can immediately stop an ad that
is false and deceptive. In a classic case, in the 1970s the Campbell Soup Company’s
ad agency put marbles in the bottom of a bowl of soup to emphasize the soup’s
chunkiness by making it look as if it contained many big pieces of meat and veg-
etables. Responding to complaints from competitors, the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC), which oversees much of the commercial speech domain, forced
the company to withdraw the ad. In the 2000s, the FTC has stopped what it
considers to be false or unsubstantiated claims by more than sixty dietary-
supplement and weight-loss advertisers across all kinds of media. By its own
account, it has not caught all the offenders. The difficulty with enforcement,
according to one Commissioner, is that there is so much of it that the agency can-
not effectively police this area of advertising by itself. She urged the industry and
media firms to help.'
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Freedom of the press, issues of security and concerns about
school image are bumping into one another as more and
more high school journalism classes publish their papers
online. School administrators that have allowed their stu-
dents a lot of leeway when producing paper-bound news
work are having second thoughts when the students turn to
cyberjournalism.

Most of the restrictions have to do with publishing the last
names of students, or their names next to their photos.
Administrators worry that the wide reach of the Internet
means that some stalkers may collect the names and pho-
tos with the intention to do harm. They also argue that the
Federal Education Records Privacy Act, enacted in 1974, lim-
its what \Web newspapers may reveal about students online
because of the Internet's reach far beyond the school.

Some champions of student journalism worry that school
administrators will go beyond concerns about privacy to limit
what Web newspapers can write about. Administrators are
quite aware that Web editions make student views available
to alumni and legislators who live away from the commu-
nity. Worried about their image and the politics of funding,
administrators may use their right to exercise prior restraint
as a way to keep students’ critical comments from being
widely circulated.

Such was the case at California’s La Serna High School,
where in 2006, student journalists were banned from pub-

CRITICAL CONSUMER

lishing the June issue of their newspaper The Freelancer.
According to students, the ban was as a form of retribution
for their May issue, which included a feature on students’
attitudes toward sex. Some students considered pursuing
legal action under a California law protecting student jour-
nalists, yet nothing has been filed to date. In a similar vein,
during the spring of 2007, the student newspaper at St
Francis High School in Minnesota was taken offline after it
published a photo of a student destroying an American flag.
Administrators said they feared the photo might be offen-
sive to the veterans in the area. By the end of the summer,
the administration still had not backed down.

Gene Policinski, vice president and executive director of the
First Amendment Center, criticizes cases like these that
overlook students’ right to “exercise control rooted in good
journalistic considerations.” Instead, he argues, we should
“consider the benefits of a healthy student press, staffed
by young, educated journalists and advised by trained pro-
fessional educators.”

Sources: Dave Orrick, “Outcome of Minnesota Censorship Case
Remains Unclear,” National Scholastic Press Association, accessed
3/6/08, www.studentpress.org/nspa; Lisa Napoli, “Schools’ Online
Publications Face Curbs of their Own,” New York Times Online, May
71999, www.nytimes.com; Gene Policinski, “Why We Need a
Strong Student Press,” American Press Institute, February 12, 2007.
Online. www.americanpressinstitute.org

As the Jack in the Box case described earlier suggested, whether or not an ad

is deceptive will sometimes be a matter of strong argument. Children’s advocacy
groups have claimed that ads aimed at children under the ages of eight or twelve
are by their very nature deceptive, since kids have a hard time understanding that
they are being manipulated. Following that reasoning, in 2006 two advocacy
organizations, the Center for Science in the Public Interest and the Campaign for
a Commercial-Free Childhood, as well as two Massachusetts parents, announced
plans to sue the Kellogg Company and Viacom, which owns Nickelodeon. They
accused both companies of “unfair and deceptive” junk-food marketing to chil-
dren under the age of eight, and they wanted the state government to stop them
from releasing commercials with certain messages. Not surprisingly, the compa-
nies argued that they were doing nothing illegal.’
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defamation a highly
disreputable or false
statement about a living
person or an organization
that causes injury to the
reputation that a substantial
group of people hold for
that person or entity

libel written
communication that is
considered harmful to a
person’s reputation

libel per se words and
expressions that are always
considered libelous

libel per quod words,
expressions, and statements
that, at face value, seem to
be innocent and not
injurious, but may be
considered libelous in

their actual contexts

slander spoken
communication that is
considered harmful to a
person’s reputation

Table 3.1

Libel per se
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Regulating Information After Distribution

With respect to some areas of content, the courts have stated that authorities must
wait until after distribution to press charges of illegal activity. Unlike regulating
content before distribution, which usually involves a conflict between the govern-
ment and the media, regulating content after it has already been distributed—
through libel and privacy law, for example—often involves a conflict between an
individual and the media.

Defamation, Libel, and Slander A defamation is a highly disreputable or
false statement about a living person or an organization that causes injury to the
reputation that a substantial group of people hold for that person or entity. Libel
and slander are two types of defamation.

Libel is written communication that is considered harmful to a person’s repu-
tation. Some words and expressions are always considered libelous—false printed
accusations that an individual is “incompetent,” or that an organization is “dis-
reputable,” for example, are considered by courts as statements that, on their face,
defame and are called libel per se (see Table 3.1 for a list of “red flag” words and
expressions that courts have generally considered libelous per se).

Some words, expressions and statements that seem, on their face, to be inno-
cent and not injurious may be considered libel per quod in their actual contexts. In
other words, statements that aren’t defamatory on their own may become libelous
when one knows other facts. For example, saying that Bradley is married to Marisol
doesn’t sound libelous; but if you know that Bradley is married to Nadia, being
married to Marisol would make him a bigamist. And that statement is libelous.
Related to libel is slander, or spoken communication that is considered harmful to
a person’s reputation.

Although libel and slander are both forms of defamation, they are controlled
by different laws. What is important to remember is that when either libel or slan-
der (or both) occurs, a person’s reputation and character are damaged in some way.
An example everyone agrees is libel is a former entry in the web encyclopedia
Wikipedia about the retired newspaper editor John Siegenthaler Sr. The elderly
Siegenthaler is a hero to those who know his role in encouraging and writing about
Civil Rights in the 1960s. Yet someone added horrible statements to his biogra-
phy on the collectively created web encyclopedia Wikipedia. The passage claimed

Listed below are some “red flag” words and expressions that courts have generally considered libelous per se:

ignoramus
bankrupt
thief
cheat
traitor
drunk

blockhead
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rascal amoral

slacker unprofessional
sneaky incompetent
unethical illegitimate
unprincipled hypocritical
corrupt cheating
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that Siegenthaler was connected to the assassinations of both Robert Kennedy and
President John F. Kennedy. When Siegenthaler protested the libelous entry, it was
pulled from Wikipedia, as were echoes of the claims that had appeared on the web-
sites http://www.reference.com and http://www.answers.com. Later, the author of
the malicious entries came forward, apologized profusely and said he was playing
a joke on what he thought was a prankster website. Clearly, by then, the reputa-
tion-damaging contentions had spread through the Web. Siegenthaler didn’t sue
the person for libel, though he certainly could have done so.

It is also important to recognize that there are two categories of libel plain-
tiffs: public figures and private persons. A public figure may be an elected or
appointed official (a politician) or someone who has stepped (willingly or unwill-
ingly) into a public controversy (for example, movie stars and TV stars, famous
athletes, or other persons who draw attention to themselves). A private person may
be well known in the community, but he or she has no authority or responsibility
for the conduct of governmental affairs and has not thrust himself or herself into
the middle of an important public controversy. Because the claim about
Siegenthaler related to a time in his life when he did put himself in the midst of an
important public controversy, he might well be considered a public figure with
respect to the law.

In 1964, the case of New York Times vs. Sullivan profoundly altered libel law,
and set legal precedent that is still in effect today. On March 29, 1960, a full-page
advertisement titled “Heed Their Rising Voices,” was placed in the New York Times
by the Committee to Defend Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Struggle for Freedom
in the South. The ad criticized police and public officials in several cities for tac-
tics used to disrupt the civil rights movement and sought contributions to post bail
for the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., and other movement leaders. The accu-
sations made in the advertisement were true for the most part, but the copy con-
tained several rather minor factual errors. L. B. Sullivan, police commissioner in
Montgomery, Alabama, sued the New York Times for libel, claiming that the ad
had defamed him indirectly. He won $500,000 for damages in the state courts of
Alabama, but the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the damage award, reasoning
that Alabama’s libel laws violated the New York Times’ First Amendment rights.

In issuing its opinion, the Supreme Court said that the U.S. Constitution (First
and Fourteenth Amendments) protected false and defamatory statements made
about public officials only if the false statements were not published with actual
malice. The Court defined actual malice as reckless disregard for truth or knowl-
edge of falsity. Note that actual malice considers a defendant’s attitude toward
truth, not the defendant’s attitude toward the plaintiff. This differs from simple
malice, which means hatred or ill will toward another person. By his own admis-
sion that he concocted the anti-Siegenthaler story, the blogger might be said to have
written his piece with actual malice. Yet his claim that he thought the site was for
pranksters (and therefore not believable) might make it difficult to have the “reck-
less” charge stick. If Siegenthaler had sued him for libel, the particulars would be
up to a court to decide.

In general, because actual malice is difficult to prove, this ruling makes it dif-
ficult for a public official to win a libel suit. Additionally, the Supreme Court has
broadened the actual malice protection to include public figures as well as public
officials. The Court’s reasoning is simple: the actual malice test sets a high bar, but
it does so to protect the First Amendment rights of the media. At the same time,
however, it allows media outlets to pursue legitimate news stories without the con-
stant fear of being sued by the subjects of news stories. In the end, concern for the
First Amendment takes precedence over libel laws as they relate to media.

public figure a person
who is an elected or
appointed official ( a
politician), or someone who
has stepped (willingly or
unwillingly) into a public
controversy

private person an
individual who may be well
known in the community,
but who has no authority or
responsibility for the
conduct of government
affairs and has not thrust
himself or herself into the
middle of an important
public controversy

actual malice reckless
disregard for truth or
knowledge of falsity

simple malice hatred or ill
will toward another person
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U.S. Libel Laws Meet

the Internet

While countries around the world have enacted legislation
to protect their citizens against libel, or defamatory written
language, the United States is widely known for its press-
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WORLD VIEW

the libel laws of the digital era are being questioned. In
some cases, charges to U.S. journalists have been brought
to foreign courts whose libel laws are much more stringent.

friendly libel laws. Often, contentious language is protected . . o ;
o ) Commenting on the status of libel regulation in a new media
under the free speech and press provisions of the First . . )
i . environment, CNET reporters noted that, “In the United
Amendment. As legal writer Steven Pressman notes, "It is .
) : . . o States, one of the most aggressive protectors of free
almost impossible for a writer to be found guilty of libel if . ) . .
. ) . . , speech in the world, Internet libel law is in flux.
the writing deals with opinions rather than facts.” What's

more, the burden of proof in U.S. libel law requires that the Sources: Declan McCullagh and Evan Hansen, “Libel Without

Frontiers Shakes the Net,” CNET, December 11, 2002, accessed
3/6/08, http://news.com.com/Libel+without+frontiers+shakes+
the+Net/2100-1023_3-976988.html; and Steven Pressman, “An
Unfettered Press: Libel Law in the United States,” International
Information Programs, accessed 3/6/08, http://usinfo.state.gov/
products/pubs/press/press08.htm; and Wendy Tannenbaum,
"Questions of Internet jurisdiction spin web of confusion for online
Publishers,” The News Media & the Law, Winter 2003 (Vol. 27,
No. 1), Page 33. Libel & Privacy.

person bringing the suit must prove that he or she has been
libeled. This can be contrasted with libel laws of many other
countries, where the defendant must show that what is writ-
ten is truthful or justified.

Until recently, as legal expert Wendy Tannenbaum points
out, U.S. libel laws enabled publishers to believe “that if they
complied with U.S. laws, their liability would be low." Yet as
media content is increasingly being published on the Web,

Supreme Court decisions have also made it hard for a person who is neither a
public figure nor an official to sue a media firm for libel. The Court has ruled that
the First Amendment requires proof of simple negligence—lack of reasonable
care—even when private persons sue the mass media for libel.

simple negligence lack of
reasonable care
In order to win a libel suit, a plaintiff—whether a public figure or a private
person—must prove that five activities occurred. The jury must be convinced that
all of these five elements apply to the case in order for the First Amendment to be
set aside in favor of an individual’s right.

1 The defamatory statements were published.

The term publication does not necessarily mean printing, as in a magazine
or a newspaper. For the purposes of a court deciding a libel case, publication
occurs when one person—in addition to the plaintiff and the defendant—sees
or hears the defamatory material. You can “publish” something by making
and circulating a video on the Internet, for example.

publication in libel law, a
process that occurs when
one person—in addition to
the plaintiff and the

defendant—sees or hears 2 The defamatory statements identified the plaintiff (although not necessarily by
the defamatory material in

. name).
question

Some courts have ruled that it only takes one person to recognize and iden-
tify the plaintiff from a likeness, a description, or a story in context; the plain-
tiff does not have to be identified by name. Say, for example, that Joachim
creates a DVD in which a character who looks and acts like his next-door
neighbor is depicted as a person who regularly steals from Joachim’s garage.
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The defamatory statements harmed the plaintiff.

A plaintiff in a libel case can prove that he or she suffered harm by
showing that the defamatory statements led to loss of income (actual financial
loss) or physical and emotional discomfort. Continuing with our example, say
that Joachim distributes a hundred DVD copies of the video throughout the
neighborhood. He also posts the DVD on the “bulletin board” area of the local
Neighborhood Club’s website. His neighbor shows the court that people
in the area have continually asked him if he is a thief. He argues that
his local business has suffered because of the video. The man’s lawyer
brings forward the man’s psychiatrist, who attests that the man’s marriage
and family life have suffered because of the stress Joachim’s video has
caused.

The defendant was at fault.

In order to win a libel suit, a plaintiff must prove fault, but how this is
proven can vary from case to case. Depending upon the circumstances, fault
may be established according to three factors: (1) who has brought the lawsuit,
(2) the nature of the lawsuit (what it is about), and (3) the applicable state laws.
The defamatory statements were false.

Proving falsity in a libel case is a question of the burden of proof—
who has to prove that the defamatory statements are false? If the plaintiff
is a public figure, he or she must prove that the defamatory statements are not
truthful or accurate. If the plaintiff is a private person, however, he or she
must prove that defamatory statements are untrue only if those statements are
regarding a matter of public concern. If the defamatory statements are of a
private nature, then the burden of proof shifts to the defendant, who must
prove that the defamatory statements are indeed true. In our example, then,
it is Joachim who must prove that what his video depicts about his neighbor
his true.

Defenses to libel come in three forms: truth, privilege, and fair comment and

criticism.

1

Truth

Claiming and subsequently proving the truth of the defamatory statement
in question is an absolute defense against a charge of libel. But how do you
prove that the statement is true? The evidence presented in court must be both
direct and explicit; that is, it must go to the heart of the libelous charge.
Additionally, it must be substantial truth; the statement doesn’t have to be
entirely true, but the part that “stings” must be true. The real test is whether
the proven truth leaves a different impression of the plaintiff in the minds of
the jury than that left by the falsehood. Because truth can be so very hard to
prove, this defense is rarely used.
Privilege

U.S. courts have held that the public’s right to know takes precedence over
a person’s right to preserve his or her reputation. However, certain materials
such as grand jury indictments, arrest warrants, and judicial proceedings are
considered privileged. If a defendant claims, and subsequently proves, that the
defamatory statement in question was privileged (and thus is not public), he
or she has presented a valid defense against charges of libel. Only certain pro-
fessions (doctors, lawyers, psychologists), or individuals (chiefly a spouse) can
maintain that privilege; if any nonprivileged third party was part of the com-
munication, the privilege is broken.

harm in libel law, loss of
income (actual financial
loss) or physical and
emotional discomfort

fault in libel law, a
condition that may be
established according to
who has brought the
lawsuit, the nature of the
lawsuit, and the applicable
state laws

falsity in libel law,
untruth; one party or the
other (either the defendant
or the plaintiff) must prove
that the defamatory
statements are either true
or untrue, and who must
bear this burden of proof
depends on whether the
plaintiff is a public figure or
a private person

truth an absolute defense
against charges of libel; to
prove that a statement is
true, and therefore not
defamatory, the evidence
presented in court must be
both direct and explicit, and
the statement must be
substantial truth—it doesn’t
have to be entirely true, but
the part that “stings” must
be true

privilege a defense to libel
that holds that while the
public’s right to know takes
precedence over a person'’s
right to preserve his or her
reputation, certain
professions (doctors,
lawyers, psychologists), or
individuals (chiefly a spouse)
can maintain privilege; if
any nonprivileged third
party was part of the
communication, the
privilege is broken
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fair comment and criticism
a defense against libel in
which the defendant claims,
and proves, that the
defamatory statement in
question was part of the
defendant’s fair comment
and criticism of a public
figure who has thrust
himself or herself into the
public eye or is at the center
of public attention; this
defense is good only when
it applies to an opinion, not
to an assertion of a fact

equal time rule an order
of Congress that requires
broadcasters to provide
equal amounts of time
during comparable parts of
the day to all legally
qualified candidates for
political office

Fairness doctrine a rule
implemented by the FCC in
the late 1940s that requires
broadcasters to provide
some degree of balance in
the presentation of
controversial issues
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3 Fair comment and criticism
The third defense is claiming, and proving, that the defamatory statement
in question was part of the defendant’s fair comment and criticism of a public
figure who has thrust himself or herself into the public eye or is at the center
of public attention. This defense is good only when it applies to an opinion,
not an assertion of a fact. There’s a world of difference between saying “I think
he’s a crook,” and saying, “He’s a crook.”

The FCC and Content Regulation Despite its concern for a protected
press, the Supreme Court has accepted the idea that the Federal Communications
Commission can regulate broadcast content. In general, the basic principles of free-
dom of speech and of the press apply in electronic media just as they do in print
media. From the early days of broadcasting, Congress has viewed broadcasting as
different from print because the available wavelengths for radio and TV signals
were limited (or scarce). According to Congress, this wavelength scarcity justified
the creation of an agency such as the FCC to oversee the distribution of frequen-
cies and to ensure competition of ideas over the airwaves.

Congress’ notion of wavelength scarcity applies to broadcasting only—not to
cable or satellite television. That has sometimes put Congress and the FCC in the
strange position of announcing content regulations for broadcasters that do not
apply to the hundreds of cable and satellite channels that a large proportion of
U.S. homes receive. For example, in 1996 the FCC announced that each week
broadcast TV stations must air three hours of educational television programs
aimed at children aged sixteen and under that serve their “intellectual, cognitive,
social, and emotional needs.” Broadcasters complain that it is unfair that they
alone, not cable or satellite networks—are required to spend the time and money
on such programming. They also say that the requirement is outdated in an era of
specialized children’s channels such as Nickelodeon and the Disney Channel.
Supporters of the rule argue that broadcasters should have greater obligations than
other media firms because broadcasters are using valuable public airwaves that
reach virtually everyone. The rule’s supporters also claim that broadcasters do not
always mount programs that match the spirit of the FCC rule. In the case of
Univision, the country’s largest Spanish-language broadcaster, the Commission
agreed. In 2007 it forced Univision to pay a record $24 million fine for airing telen-
ovelas (soap operas) with children during the time it claimed it was fulfilling the
children’s educational requirement from 2004 to 2006.1¢

A much older requirement of broadcasters, one originating from Congress but
enforced by the FCC, is the equal time rule. It requires broadcasters to provide
equal amounts of time during comparable parts of the day to all legally qualified
candidates for political office. Carrying this idea further, in the late 1940s the FCC
stated the Fairness doctrine. This rule required broadcasters to provide some degree
of balance in the presentation of a controversial issue. Say, for example, that a
broadcaster aired an editorial supporting one side of a controversial issue—for
example, the closing of an expensive “magnet” school in a city. The broadcaster
would then have to make time (in a new story or by providing or selling the group
advertising) for those who disagree.

As you might imagine, many broadcasters disliked the Fairness doctrine
because it threatened to take away their control over “their” airwaves. By the mid-
1980s, they argued to the FCC that new electronic media—for example, cable—
were creating so many electronic choices that the requirement should be abolished.
In the deregulatory climate of the day, the FCC suspended (though it didn’t repeal)
the Fairness doctrine. Even so, because the Fairness doctrine was not repealed, it
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Self-regulation or

the Imus Case

You may recall the controversy that surrounded radio talk-
show host Don Imus in 2007, after he made disparaging
comments about the Rutgers University women'’s basket-
ball team. A week after the incident, MSNBC announced
that it would drop its telecast of his Imus in the Morning
radio program. The following day, CBS made public its deci-
sion to fire Imus.

Civil rights activist Reverend Jesse Jackson declared

CBS's dismissal of Imus as “a victory for public decency.” ;
Radio talk-show host Don Imus (left) speaks with Rev. Al Sharpton (right)

He continued, “No one should use the public airwaves to during Sharpton's radio show, in New York, where Imus apologized for

transmit racial or sexual degradation.” Jackson’s sentiment insensitive remarks he made about the Rutgers women'’s basketball team.

reflected a sense of faith in the self-regulatory powers of

the media. Andrew Hampp, a columnist for trade magazine Advertising

Age, argued that the loss of ad dollars was a driving force

Yet not everyone was convinced that this self-regulation behind CBS and MSNBC'’s dismissal of Imus. In fact,

stemmed from the broadcasters’ ethical consciousness.
Instead, some believed that the broadcasters’ decision to
cancel Imus's radio program was prompted by disapproval
from marketers.

MSNBC lost roughly $2.5 million in ad revenue. “If the
whole Imus debacle tells us anything,” Hampp noted, “it is
that today the marketers are truly the reigning power in the
fragmented media world.”

) ) While the upshot of the Imus controversy remains the

At least eight advertisers—among them corporate behe- : : : :

. . . . same, this case raises important questions about who really
moths like General Motors, Sprint Nextel, GlaxoSmithKline, .

) ) ) controls media content—and for what reasons.

Procter & Gamble, and American Express—immediately
Sources: Andrew Hampp, “Imus Mess Makes Arbiters of Advertisers,”
Advertising Age, April 16, 2007, accessed 3/6/08, www.adage.com;
“CBS Fires Don Imus Over Racial Slur,’ CBS News, April 12, 2007,
accessed 3/6/08, http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/04/12/
national/main2675273.shtml

pulled their sponsorship of the show. As a representative
from Sprint explained, “We do not want our advertising
associated with content which we, our customers and the
public find offensive.”

could someday be revived by a more activist commission, and the equal time rule
still remains in effect.

Privacy Privacy—the right to be protected from unwanted intrusions or disclo-
sures—is a broad area of the law when it comes to media industries. Almost every
state recognizes some right of privacy, either by statute or under common law. Most
state laws attempt to strike a balance between the individual’s right to privacy and
the public interest in freedom of the press. However, these rights often clash.
Invasion of privacy is considered a personal tort, or behavior that harms another
individual. The law is aimed at protecting the individual’s feelings. Courts often
describe these feelings as “reasonable expectations of privacy.” Only a person can

privacy the right to be
protected from unwanted
intrusions or disclosures

personal tort behavior
that harms another
individual
claim a right of privacy; corporations, organizations, and other entities cannot.

Public figures have a limited claim to a right of privacy. Past and present gov-
ernment officials, political candidates, entertainers and sports figures are generally
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false light invading a
person’s privacy by implying
something untrue about
him or her

distortion a type of false
light privacy invasion that
involves the arrangement of
materials or photographs to
give a false impression

embellishment a type of
false light privacy invasion
in which false material
added to a story places
someone in a false light

fictionalization a type of
false light privacy invasion
in which reference is made
to real people or to thinly
disguised characters that
clearly represent real people
in supposedly untrue stories

appropriation an invasion
of privacy that takes the
form of the unauthorized
use of a person’s name or
likeness in an
advertisement, poster,
public relations promotion,
or other commercial context
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considered to be public figures. They are said to have voluntarily exposed them-
selves to scrutiny and to have waived their right of privacy, at least regarding mat-
ters that might have an impact on their ability to perform their public duties.

Although private individuals can usually claim the right to be left alone, that
right is not absolute. For example, if a person who is normally not considered a
public figure is thrust into the spotlight because of her participation in a news-
worthy event, her claims of a right of privacy may be limited.

As the law now stands, there are four areas of privacy:

False light
Appropriation
Intrusion

Public disclosure

Let’s look at them one at a time.

False Light

Publishing material that puts an individual in a false light has been considered an
invasion of personal privacy by the courts. Suppose a TV station is creating a news
report about the growing use of heroin by middle-class residents of your city. To
illustrate the idea that “average” citizens are increasingly involved in the problem,
the producer films footage of people walking down the streets of the city; you hap-
pen to be one of them. Turning on the local news one evening, you see a report
that shows you quite clearly walking down the street just as the narrator notes that
average residents are becoming hooked on heroin. You are angry that the station
has placed you in a “false light” and invaded your privacy when you walked down
the street. You consider suing the station on the grounds that the story made it
appear that you were a heroin user.

False light can take place in a number of ways. The example above constitutes
distortion, which is the arrangement of materials or photographs to give a false
impression. Another type of false light is embellishment, in which false material
added to a story places someone in a false light. Yet a third way is fictionalization,
which involves making reference to real people or presenting thinly disguised char-
acters that clearly represent real people in supposedly untrue stories.

The courts do not particularly favor false light cases because very often they
conflict with freedom of speech. The most important case, Time vs. Hill, decided
by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1967, set out the modern standard for false light pri-
vacy cases. According to the Supreme Court’s decision in that case, a plaintiff is
required to prove “by clear and convincing evidence” that the defendant knew of
the statement’s falsity or acted in reckless disregard of its truth or falsity. Using this
standard, it would be difficult for a person who is deemed a public figure—an NBA
basketball player who makes extra money by licensing his name on products—to
win a case. The “public nature” of the athlete’s activities gives writers and broad-
casters considerable leeway to report on his or her affairs.

Appropriation
Appropriation means the unauthorized use of a person’s name or likeness in an
advertisement, poster, public relations promotion, or other commercial context. It
is illegal because of the harm it causes. The law protects individuals from being
exploited by others for their exclusive benefit. As with libel, a person’s entire name
need not be used. If the person could reasonably be identified, the appropriation
claim will most likely be valid.

Courts have continuously interpreted the law in a way that enables news organ-
izations to use a person’s name or likeness when publishing a newsworthy story.



FORMAL AND INFORMAL CONTROLS ON MEDIA CONTENT -

They have even extended this privilege when the news organization is a private,
for-profit organization that derives income from advertising. However, almost all
courts have held that the use of the name and likeness must be newsworthy. The
issue came up, for example, with regard to a famous photograph of a sailor kiss-
ing a nurse in Times Square. A U.S. district court held that the initial publication
of the photograph in Life magazine was appropriate to illustrate a newsworthy
event, but that Time’s subsequent sale of reprints to the public without permission
from the man and woman pictured was not.

Courts have been quite clear that the exception allowing the use of such images
is limited to newsworthy purposes. They have explicitly denied exceptions even
for charitable or informational purposes. For example, courts have ruled that pho-
tographs of living cancer survivors could not be exhibited for public informational
and educational purposes without the individuals’ prior written consent.

Public Disclosure

The term public disclosure refers to truthful information concerning the private life
of a person, that a media source reveals, that would both be highly offensive to a
reasonable person, and is not of legitimate public concern. Courts have ruled that
this is an invasion of privacy. For example, revealing private, sensational facts about
a person’s sexual activity, health or economic status can constitute an invasion of
privacy under the law of public disclosure.

How the information was obtained and its newsworthiness often determine
liability in cases of public disclosure. If a journalistic organization obtains
information unlawfully—whether or not the information is truthful—the organi-
zation may be held liable for invasion of privacy under the rules of public disclo-
sure. Additionally, courts may consider several factors in determining whether

public disclosure truthful
information concerning the
private life of a person,
revealed by a media source,
that would be highly
offensive to a reasonable
person and is not of
legitimate public concern is
considered to be an
invasion of privacy

In Alfred Eisenstaedt’s
famous photograph, a
sailor kisses a nurse in New
York's Times Square on
August 14, 1945, the day
of victory over Japan,
which marked the end

of World War II.
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intrusion an invasion of
privacy that takes place
when a person or
organization intentionally
invades a person'’s solitude,
private area, or affairs
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information that is published is newsworthy, including the social value of the facts
published, how deeply the article intruded into the person’s private affairs, and the
extent to which the person voluntarily assumed a position of public notoriety. For
example, in a 1951 case, a woman who had been involved in a car accident sued
a reporter who revealed that she was living with a man who was not her spouse.
That fact was not pertinent to the story, which was otherwise newsworthy, and
the reporter was held liable.

More recently, however, courts have made it difficult to win a public disclo-
sure suit against journalists. Just as concerns for the First Amendment have given
mass media firms a great deal of latitude when it comes to libel and appropriation,
First Amendment considerations have tended to grant media businesses the right
to reveal information about individuals. Consider a Florida rape victim’s 1989 case
against the Florida Star, a Jacksonville newspaper. A reporter-trainee for the paper
had learned the full name of a rape victim whose initials were in a county sheriff’s
report. The Star published the name, even though a Florida law prohibited an
“instrument of mass communication” from making public the identity of rape vic-
tims. The victim sued the paper for emotional distress and won. However, the U.S.
Supreme Court reversed the decision. The justices said that the government is
allowed to punish a paper for publishing lawfully obtained, truthful information
only if the government can show that the punishment is “narrowly tailored to a
state interest of the highest order.”

Intrusion

Intrusion, the fourth area of invasion of privacy, takes place when a person
or organization intentionally invades a person’s solitude, private area, or affairs.
The invasion can be physical (for example, sneaking into a person’s office) or non-
physical (such as putting an electronic listening device outside the office but in a
position to hear what is going on inside). Intrusion claims against the media often
center on some aspect of the news-gathering process. This tort may involve tres-
passing or the wrongful use of tape recorders, cameras or other intrusive equipment.

Defenses against allegations of privacy invasion are fairly straightforward. If
a person consents, there can be no invasion of privacy. However, the reporter
should be sure that the subject has not only consented to be interviewed, but also
consented to having the interview or photographs published or aired. When minors
or legally incompetent people are involved, the consent of a parent or guardian
may be necessary. A written release is essential for the use of pictures or private
information in advertising or other commercial contexts.

Truth can be a defense, but only in false light cases. A litigant claiming false
light invasion of privacy who is involved in a matter of public interest must prove
that the media intentionally or recklessly made erroneous statements about him or
her. However, truth is not a defense to a claim based on publication of private facts.

If the public has a legitimate interest in the story as it was reported, news-
worthiness can be a defense to the charge of invasion of privacy. But if a report
that is of legitimate public interest includes irrelevant private information, publi-
cation of those private facts may warrant legal action.

Privacy in the Digital Age

Concern about media organizations and government agencies searching for per-
sonal details has grown with the enormous rise in the use of computers to collect
and combine data about individuals from many sources. Responding to these
fears, Congress has passed laws that limit the ability of companies and government
agencies to use and share data without the knowledge of the individuals involved.
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Keeping control over important personal information can be
tricky in today’s digital world, and laws don't always help.
Many people know that federal law prohibits their doctors
and health firms from releasing information about them to
marketers who want to send them advertisements. They
may not know, however, that this law covers only a small
segment of companies that can learn about their health
information. And Madison Avenue really wants to know
what is in your medicine cabinet. Drug companies spend as
much as $18 billion annually on advertising and education,
according to a 2005 report in the Journal of the American
Medical Association. They'd just love to find more effective
ways to target customers. What better way than to gain up-
to-the-minute access to everyone's health records?

The idea of a central repository of health information that
can help health professionals has great appeal. So does the
idea of making it easier for us to see our medical records.
The devil, however, is in the details. On sites such as
WebMD and Revolution Health, setting up a personal health
record is “free”—supported by advertising. This should raise
alarm bells, because Madison Avenue has a long tradition of
covertly trolling for consumers’ personal information for mar-
keting.

Every day, people unwittingly disclose personal health infor-
mation when they use coupons for prescription drugs, sub-
scribe to disease-based magazines, register at websites or
complete surveys seeking personal information. Often, the
real motive behind these activities is to compile profiles on
individuals and households. Check the diabetes box, and
your health condition appears permanently in the marketer’s
file. List sellers offer contact information on millions of indi-
viduals by disease profile. Companies that buy these names
offer magazine subscriptions, raise funds and sell medical
products and services.

Commercial repositories of personal health records increase
the stakes for consumer privacy several-fold. Companies

CRITICAL CONSUMER

that charge consumers little or nothing for storing those
records will profit by allowing marketers to use far more
information about consumers than traditional lists could.
Existing regulations do not cover personal health-record
firms unless they also are healthcare providers or health
plans. Once a consumer consents to the disclosure of med-
ical records to a personal health records company, those
records lose the protection of federal health privacy rules.

Companies may say that they will not share individually iden-
tifiable information with advertisers or others without con-
sent. Unfortunately, it is too easy for a consumer to
unknowingly give consent. A pre-checked box may be unob-
trusively included on a Web page that a consumer must click
through. Marketers expect that most consumers will not
notice or bother to uncheck the box.

Companies may claim to respect your privacy. For example,
a personal health records site may sell marketers the ability
to advertise to diabetics, and you may be one of them. \When
you go to your personal record, you will see ads, discount
coupons and articles targeted to diabetics. The marketers
who pay for them will not know your name—or they won't
until you make a common mistake. To obtain your identity,
advertisers will try to entice you to click onto their websites.
Once there, your personal information may end up any-
where. One click can result in an irretrievable revelation of
your medical status to another company that profits by
reselling personal data.

No administrative or legislative responses are on the hori-
zon. Consumers must fend for themselves. Read the labels:
Who is funding these services and who profits? And be
careful in giving out information about yourself.

Sources: Joseph Turow, Robert Gellman and Judith Turow, “Why
Marketers Want Inside Your Medical Cabinet” San Francisco
Chronicle, March 5, 2007, p. D9; and Joseph Turow, Robert Gellman
and Judith Turow, “Personalized Marketing of Health Products the
215t Century Way,” AMA Virtual Mentor, 2007; 9: 206-209, accessed
3/6/07, http://virtualmentor.ama-assn.org/2007/03/pfor1-0703.html

Clearly, much of this concern with privacy is not tied specifically to the

creation and circulation of mass media content. It does, however, affect
activities within mass media industries because government actions to limit or
broaden a company’s ability to deal with information about individuals can affect
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Cable Telecommunications
Act of 1984 a law that
requires cable companies to
report to their subscribers
what personal information
is collected about them and
how it is used, and prohibits
the cable operators from
releasing to the
government or other
companies “personally
identifiable information”
without subscribers’ consent

Video Privacy Protection
Act (VPPA) of 1988 a law
that prevents disclosure

of personally identifiable
rental records of
"prerecorded video cassette
tapes or similar audio visual
material”

Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Act (COPPA) of
1998 a law that applies to
the online collection of
personal information from
children under the age of
thirteen; it spells out what a
website operator must
include in a privacy policy,
when and how to seek
verifiable consent from a
parent, and what
responsibilities an operator
has to protect children’s
privacy and safety online
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how a mass media organization approaches its audiences and the profits it can
make from them.

The Cable Telecommunications Act of 1984 provides an example. The lawmak-
ers who wrote it were sensitive to concerns by various privacy-protection groups
about new “interactive” cable technologies that deliver programs to homes with-
out subscribers’ knowledge in order to learn what they watch and how they live.
That could happen if cable companies provided subscribers with keyboards and
invited them to order products directly on screen, to participate in TV games that
ask about their recreational activities, or to answer polls that require information
about their voting behaviors and beliefs. This sort of information about every sub-
scriber could then be requested by a government agency or sold to marketers or
other media firms, who could merge the data with more information about the
person from other places.

To satisfy some of the privacy-protection groups’ concerns, the Cable
Telecommunications Act requires cable companies to report to their subscribers
what personal information is collected about them and how it is used. The Act fur-
ther prohibits the cable operators from releasing to the government or other com-
panies “personally identifiable information” without subscribers’ consent. The Act
does not prohibit the cable firm from using the information it gathers. It might,
for example, send advertisements for upcoming romantic pay-per-view films to
teenage girls in its system who have boyfriends, while targeting ads for financial
news programs at politically conservative men who are over the age of fifty. The
Act also does not prohibit a cable firm from selling its information to other firms
as long as it does not tell the other parties the specific names involved. For exam-
ple, a greeting card company might ask the cable firm to send ads about its
Valentine’s Day cards to the teenage girls who have boyfriends. As long as the cable
firm does the actual mailing, it is not doing anything illegal.

As limited as it might be in protecting privacy, because of this feature of the
1984 Cable Act, cable firms are restricted far more than companies that create and
distribute mass media materials via other media. The only other laws that specif-
ically prohibit media firms from sharing information about their audiences are the
Video Privacy Protection Act (or VPPA) of 1988 and the Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Act (or COPPA) of 1998. The VPPA prevents disclosure of personally iden-
tifiable rental records of “prerecorded video cassette tapes or similar audio visual
material.”!” Congress enacted the law out of anger at the disclosure of Supreme
Court nominee Robert Bork’s video rental records in a newspaper, presumably in
an attempt to embarrass the Yale University professor.

COPPA states that if a website wants to get information from children under
thirteen years old, it must receive parental permission. (The law requires the Federal
Trade Commission (FTC) to create rules covering how permission can be granted,
and the FTC has done that.) Moreover, the parent must be able to tell the website
not to give the information to marketers and to ask the site to delete the data in
the future.

But these rules are exceptions. The fact is that most firms that create and dis-
tribute mass media materials consequently have few direct constraints when it
comes to protecting privacy. Companies both offline and online increasingly have
the ability to silently and secretly gather information about people using their serv-
ices. In Chapter 14, we will discuss how much of the Web’s commercial activity is
based on serving particular ads to individuals based on the demographic and psy-
chographic information that sites have about the people; where they have been on
the Web; and even their offline media activities. In other chapters we will see how
traditional media are using data about their audiences, too. Magazine firms, for
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example, can buy information about you from other sources and use it to attract
advertisers interested in reaching people like you. Or consider mass media firms
that invite you to phone 800 numbers. Did you know that they can learn the tele-
phone number (and usually the ZIP code and neighborhood) from which you are
calling even if you have placed a block on your line to stop caller identification
(Caller ID) technology? The law allows telephone companies to derail Caller ID
blocking for calls to 800 numbers.

Economic Regulation

Economic regulations placed on media organizations greatly affect the ways in
which those organizations finance, produce, exhibit, and distribute their products.
Two types of media economic regulation are most common: antitrust laws and
direct regulation by government agencies.

Antitrust Laws Government regulators who want to expand the marketplace
for ideas without directly making rules about content may seek to limit excessive
market control by mass media corporations. Excessive market control is behavior
by one company or a few companies that makes it nearly impossible for new com-
panies to enter the marketplace and compete. For example, a production company
might gain this kind of power by buying up competitors and making sure that
exhibitors do not deal with any new competitors. Of course, distributors and
exhibitors might do the same thing: a few bookstore chains might swallow up their
retail competition to the point that all publishers must deal primarily with them.
When it comes to mass media, the excessive control over the market might directly
affect consumers or advertisers, or both.

Control of the market by one firm is called monopoly. Control by a select few
firms is called oligopoly. Great concern over train and steel monopolies and
oligopolies in the late 1800s led U.S. legislators to begin to take special actions
with respect to these activities, in order to maintain competition. These laws came
to be known broadly as antitrust policies, and in the following decades they were
carried out in three ways:

Through the passing of laws

Through enforcement of the laws by the U.S. Department of Justice and by
state attorneys general

Through federal court decisions that determine how far the government ought
to go in encouraging competition and forcing companies to break themselves
up into a number of smaller companies

Over the years, regulators and the courts have ruled that certain activities by firms
involved in mass communication represent excessive market control. Typically,
they have involved the use of vertical integration by a few firms to control an indus-
try. We will note the most important of these cases when we deal with particular
industries in the chapters to come.

Direct Regulation by Government Agencies The Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) are the two
most important federal agencies involved in regulating the mass media.

The first thing to remember when comparing the two agencies is that the FTC’s
coverage can include any of the mass media—print or electronic—as long as the

excessive market control
behavior by one company
or a few companies that
makes it nearly impossible
for new companies to enter
the marketplace and
compete

monopoly control of the
market by a single firm

oligopoly control of the
market by a select few firms

antitrust policies policies
put in place to maintain
competition in the U.S.
economy, carried out
through the passing of laws,
through enforcement of the
laws by the U.S. Department
of Justice and by state
attorneys general, and
through federal court
decisions that determine
how far the government
ought to go in encouraging
competition and forcing
companies to break
themselves up into a
number of smaller
companies

Federal Trade Commission
(FTC) a federal agency
whose mission is to ensure
that the nation’s markets
function competitively; its
coverage can include any
mass media—print or
electronic—as long as the
issue involved is related to
the smooth functioning of
the marketplace and
consumer protection in that
sphere

Federal Communications
Commission (FTC) a
federal agency specifically
mandated by Congress to
govern interstate and
international
communication by
television, radio, wire,
satellite, and cable
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issue involved is related to the smooth functioning of the marketplace and con-
sumer protection in that sphere. By contrast, the FCC is specifically mandated by
Congress to govern interstate and international communications by television,
radio, wire, satellite, and cable.

The FTC describes its overall mission in the following manner:

The Federal Trade Commission enforces a variety of federal antitrust and
consumer protection laws. The Commission seeks to ensure that the
nation’s markets function competitively, and are vigorous, efficient, and
free of undue restrictions. The Commission also works to enhance the
smooth operation of the marketplace by eliminating acts or practices that
are unfair or deceptive.

In general, the Commission’s efforts are directed toward stopping
actions that threaten consumers’ opportunities to exercise informed choice.
Finally, the Commission undertakes economic analysis to support its law
enforcement efforts and to contribute to the policy deliberations of the
Congress, the Executive Branch, other independent agencies, and state and
local governments when requested.!®

Implied in this mission statement are three responsibilities that very much relate
to media today: creating technical order, consumer protection, and encouraging
competition.

Creating Technical Order

Many of the FTC’s most important activities are aimed at simply creating techni-
cal order in an electronic environment that could become chaotic without some
kind of regulation. It is through the FCC that radio stations get licenses that allow
them to broadcast on specific wavelengths (the numbers we associate with the sta-
tions). The FCC is also in charge of allocating the frequency spectrum among var-
ious other technologies, including satellites and cellular phones. Although some of
these technical activities have nothing to do with mass media, many of them do.
Most major news organizations use satellites and cellphones for their work. Many
consumers pay to get TV programming via satellite. Increasingly, too, consumers
are even getting news, information, and advertisements through their mobile
phones. FCC decisions about how much and how to allocate spectrum space helps
to define which and how many companies can afford to get into this business in
different parts of the country. That, in turn, affects the number of companies con-
sumers have to consider and how much they will pay.

Consumer Protection

In the area of consumer protection, the Federal Trade Commission is involved
in issues ranging from combating deceptive advertising to protecting children’s
privacy on the Web. As we have noted, the FTC was placed in charge of imple-
menting and administering the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act. To imple-
ment the Act, the FTC had to create rules that specified exactly what websites were
covered by the Act, exactly what rules should apply to them, and when the rules
would go into effect. To administer the Act, the FTC had to create a system for
monitoring websites on a regular basis to make sure that they were adhering to
COPPA.

Encouraging Competition
Encouraging competition means enforcing federal antitrust laws. As we have seen,
these are laws designed to prevent one or a few companies from controlling such
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a large percentage of an industry that they can dictate high prices and so harm the
consumer.

It was with this responsibility in mind that the FTC decided to review the
announcement by Google in 2007 that it would like to purchase the firm
DoubleClick. Google’s competitors raised the antitrust issue within two days
after Google’s announcement came out. Microsoft executives pointed out that the
$3.1 billion acquisition would combine the largest providers of online advertising
and create a force that could control the marketplace. “By putting together a sin-
gle company that will control virtually the entire market ... Google will control
the economic fuel of the Internet,” said Brad Smith, general counsel for Microsoft.
Smith added that the deal would affect Americans’ privacy because, he said,
a Google-DoubleClick combination would have “an unprecedented degree” of
personal information about a person’s activity on the Internet."’

Two days after the Microsoft complaint, Google said that the FTC had in fact
launched an antitrust review of its plan to buy DoubleClick. After its review, the
FTC commissioners voted 4-1 not to block Google’s proposed purchase of
DoubleClick. The majority statement noted that “after carefully reviewing the evi-
dence, we have concluded that Google’s proposed acquisition of DoubleClick is
unlikely to substantially lessen competition.” The commissioners added that the
FTC lacks the legal authority to stop the merger on the grounds that it would harm
consumer privacy—even though, they emphasized, the Commission “takes con-
sumer privacy very seriously.” As you might imagine, many privacy advocates were
not happy with that decision.?’

The Struggle with Government over
Information Gathering

Although opportunities for prior restraint on speech by governments are rather lim-
ited under the U.S. Constitution (as we have noted), government officials have tried
to prevent journalists from gaining access to certain types of information in other
ways. Over the decades, press organizations have worked to reduce these obstacles.

Gathering Information on Government
Documents and Meetings

One way in which the government can limit speech—especially speech about the
workings of the government—is to restrict access to government documents. In
the past, media professionals were often prevented from gaining access to crucial
materials and documents. Documents about the military or foreign policy are often
kept from public scrutiny because they jeopardized important security matters. But
sometimes the secrecy is aimed at covering government officials’ mistakes.
Sometimes, too, it was aimed at allowing government officials not to have to
account to the public at large about decisions that they made. Consider, for exam-
ple, the number of contractors and subcontractors of different nationalities work-
ing at U.S. and Iraqi military bases during the Iraq War. In response to demands
from Congress, in 2006 the U.S. Central Command began a census of the number
of civilian “contractors” working on U.S. and Iraqi bases to determine how much
food, water and shelter was needed. But Congress didn’t release that information
publicly, perhaps partly because the large number—more than 180,000—exceeded
the number of combat troops and might have encouraged new levels of debate on
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evidentiary privilege a
journalist’s right to
withhold the identification
of confidential sources
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the resources the United States was spending on the war. As we will see below, it
took special journalistic enterprise under a special law called the Freedom of
Information Act for a reporter to learn that number.?!

Gathering Information on News Events

During breaking and continuing news stories, journalists seek access to the peo-
ple and locations that are central to the news event at hand. But instances of break-
ing news aren’t the only times when journalists need access to people, places, and
events that are newsworthy. Journalists also need access to government meetings—
at the federal, state, and local levels—where important decisions about how to run
government and how to spend taxpayer money (among other things) are made.
Historically, however, many government organizations have maintained strict
closed-meeting policies.

As much as politicians would like to work outside the light of the press, jour-
nalistic coverage of public meetings can be important to the democratic process.
Imagine deliberations by a county government about whether and where to locate
a new landfill—a controversial issue in any community. Reporters would undoubt-
edly report on the county’s decision to think about creating the landfill. Coverage
of the deliberations themselves would be important to citizens of the area who
would worry about the location of the landfill, the nature of the material to be
buried there, and the effect the landfill would have on their family’s health and the
value of their property. Having careful journalists at the proceedings might mean
that people in the community can discuss what is going on based on straightfor-
ward reporting rather than on leaks and rumors that reflect the interests of differ-
ent sides of the controversy, and might encourage local officials to guide the process
more openly and honestly than they otherwise would.

Gathering Information from Confidential Sources

There are some important and powerful news stories that would never be written
if the journalists who reported the information were forced to reveal their
sources. Perhaps the source is too afraid to speak to anyone without the promise
of anonymity; perhaps the source fears retaliation if his or her identity is made
public. Perhaps the result of such a source remaining quiet is that valuable
information goes unheard, and the public good is harmed. In such cases, the
journalist may claim an evidentiary privilege, which is a journalist’s right to
withhold the identification of confidential sources. Just because a journalist
claims evidentiary privilege, however, does not mean that he or she will be granted
that privilege by the courts. The U.S. Supreme Court decided in 1972, for
example, that the First Amendment offers reporters no protection from grand jury
subpoenas.

The subject became a major issue among journalists when New York Times
reporter Judith Miller was jailed by a federal prosecutor for failing to reveal
the name of a source. Miller had acknowledged that a Bush administration
official had told her the name of a CIA operative, Valerie Plame. The apparent
reason for the disclosure was an effort to embarrass her and her husband, who had
spoken out against the Bush administration’s claims that the United States needed
to invade Iraq because its president, Saddam Hussein, possessed weapons of mass
destruction. Believing that the person she said was her source, “Scooter” Libby,
didn’t want her to testify, Miller spent 85 days in jail until Libby allowed her to
identify him. (To make matters especially complex, Libby denied he had revealed
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New York Times reporter
Judith Miller (right) was
jailed by a federal
prosecutor for failing to
reveal the name of a
source who had told her
the name of a CIA
operative, Valerie Plame
(left).

Plame’s identity to Miller.) During that time, lawyers representing the Times
tried to argue Miller’s First Amendment rights, and her champions argued for
the importance of shield laws. But three courts, including the Supreme Court,
declined to back Ms Miller. Some observers, moreover, said that this case was
not the one to stress the autonomy of reporters. The critics said the Times was
protecting not a whistle-blower but an administration campaign intended to
squelch dissent.??

In general, protecting sources has not been easy. Journalists argue that
they should have an automatic right to conceal the identity of their sources (and
related notes and videos) if they are questioned about those sources in a court-
room. Many police and government investigators counter that journalists are no
different from anyone else and shouldn’t have the privilege of protecting people
who may be lawbreakers. Journalists reply that people who might be afraid
to speak to government authorities (possibly because they are speaking against
those authorities or because they are criminals) may talk to reporters if they believe
they will be protected from retaliation. Being able to talk to such people is crucial
to covering the world, journalists argue. Forcing journalists to reveal the identity
of their sources could deter people from talking to them and so harm the public
interest.

Allowing Information Gathering

Parallel with reporters’ struggles to keep their sources confidential have been their
attempts to uncover information that government agencies have tried to keep
secret. During the past few decades, the Federal Freedom of Information Act, along
with local and state sunshine and shield laws, has helped journalists to learn infor-
mation that is important for the public’s understanding of social policies but might
otherwise have remained out of view.

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) On the federal level, a major win
for openness came in the form of the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), which

Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA) an act passed
by Congress in 1967 that
allows citizens to request
government records and
reports that have not yet
been made public, so
long as these records and
reports do not relate

to nine specific areas:
national security, agency
interpersonal activities,
statutory exemptions, trade
secrets, some intra-agency
and inter-agency memos,
issues involving personal
privacy, police
investigations, protection
of government-regulated
financial institutions, and
information about oil and
gas wells
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Congress passed in 1967. The Act allows citizens to request government records
and reports that have not yet been made public, so long as those reports and records
do not involve nine specific areas:

National security

Agency interpersonal activities

Statutory exemptions

Trade secrets

Some intra-agency and inter-agency memos

Issues involving personal privacy

Police investigations

Protection of government-regulated financial institutions
Information about oil and gas wells

Government agencies have sometimes tried to use these nine sensitive areas as bar-
riers to prevent reporters and others from gaining access to other types of infor-
mation. Bureaucrats and other government workers have enough leeway under
FOIA to make it easier or harder (depending upon their priorities) for the press
and the public to gain access to information. So, the struggle for access to govern-
ment information continues. Still, the work of many journalists has benefited from
the Freedom of Information Act.

Sunshine Laws Over the past forty years, the alliance between journalism and
advocacy organizations has persuaded many states to pass sunshine laws—-regu-
lations that ensure that government meetings and reports are made available to
the press and to members of the public. The extent of openness varies from state
to state, but a journalist’s ability to explore the workings of government is much
improved compared to earlier in the century.

The federal Government-in-the-Sunshine Act, which took effect in 1977,
requires more than fifty government agencies, departments, and other groups to
open their meetings to the public and the press, except under specific conditions.

Shield Laws The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that the First Amendment
doesn’t give journalists the right to protect their sources. Nevertheless, press organ-
izations have managed to convince legislators in thirty states and the District of
Columbia to pass shield laws that afford the media varying degrees of protection
against being forced to disclose information about their sources.

These laws vary greatly from state to state. In many states without shield laws,
state courts have recognized some form of qualified privilege. In others, the state
constitution may include “free press” provisions, which are similar to the First
Amendment and afford qualified protection. There are several states, however,
such as Hawaii and Wyoming, where no privilege to protect unpublished sources
of information has been recognized by the courts or the legislature.

Media Self-regulation

There are a number of media industry pressures—both external and internal—
aimed at ensuring that media professionals operate in an ethical manner. Pressure
from members of the public, advocacy groups, and advertisers are examples of
forces from outside particular media industries that influence the creation of con-
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tent. It is these outside pressures that often influence the self-regulation mecha-
nisms that industries create. Let’s start with external pressures and then move inside
media industries.

External Pressures on Media Organizations to
Self-regulate

Every public squabble over what media firms should or shouldn’t do involves parties at
interest, called stakeholders. These are parties outside of media industries who care par-
ticularly about an issue, and use their economic and political power to influence the out-
come to their benefit. Such stakeholders include members of the public, public advocacy
organizations, and perhaps most importantly, advertisers

Pressure from Members of the Public When individuals are disturbed
about media content, they may contact the production firms involved to express
their displeasure and demand alterations in the content. Pick any topic—from
racism to religion, from politicians to business people—and you will probably find
that some sector of society is concerned about the portrayal of that topic in the
mass media. People who see the mass media as a series of windows on the world
often want to see the people, behaviors, and values that they hold dear portrayed
in the media products they use.

As we noted in Chapter 2, media executives understand that they must think
of their audiences as consumers who buy their products or whom they sell to adver-
tisers. The complaining individual might be successful in getting the content
changed or even removed if he or she convinces the media executives that they
might otherwise lose a substantial portion of their target market. But an individ-
ual’s concern will garner little attention if it is clear that the person does not belong
in the target audience. The editors from Cosmopolitan magazine, which aims at
twenty-something single women, for example, are not likely to follow the advice
of an elderly-sounding woman from rural Kansas who phones to protest what she
feels are demeaning portrayals of women on covers of the magazine that she sees
in the supermarket. Yet the magazine staff might well act favorably if a Cosmo
subscriber writes with a suggestion for a new column that would attract more of
the upscale single women they want as readers.

Pressures from Advocacy Organizations Individuals who are particu-
larly outraged about certain media portrayals may try to find others who share
their concerns. They might join or start advocacy organizations, or pressure groups,
which work to change the nature of certain kinds of mass media materials.

Some advocacy organizations are specific to media—like the Center for Media
Education, which concentrates on children and television; the Committee for
Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in America (CAMERA), which is devoted to
promoting its view of accurate coverage of Israel in the media; and the Center for
the Study of Commercialism, a critic of advertising and marketing. Examples of
organizations that pay strong attention to media as part of more general concerns
are People for the American Way, which supports politically liberal approaches to
social problems; Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation; and the conserva-
tive American Family Association, which monitors all aspects of society for attacks
on its image of the family.

Representatives of these organizations may try to meet with the heads of media
firms, start letter-writing campaigns, or attempt to embarrass media firms by
attracting press coverage about an issue. If their target is an advertiser-supported

stakeholders parties
outside media industries
who care particularly about
an issue and may try to use
their economic and political
power to influence the
outcome to their benefit

advocacy organizations or
pressure groups
collections of people who
work to change the nature
of certain kinds of mass
media materials
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medium, they may threaten to boycott the products of sponsors. They may also
appeal to government officials for help.

Pressure from Advertisers Advertisers can be an incredibly powerful force
in pressuring the media to make changes in their content. The reason is that many
firms like to buy time and space for their commercial messages around media con-
tent that reflects well on their products. Companies such as Hallmark and Procter
& Gamble, which spend enormous amounts of money on advertising, sometimes
have the clout to persuade media firms to tone down certain kinds of portrayals
that anger segments of the population.

Consider, for example, efforts by marketers to generate more “family-friendly”
programming to sponsor during prime time on television networks. In 1998, such
advertising giants as Johnson & Johnson, AT&T, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Coca-Cola,
Ford Motor Company, General Motors, Gillette, IBM, Kellogg’s, McDonald’s,
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Procter & Gamble, and Unilever United States became concerned that the increased
level of sex and violence on TV was angering many of their customers. The stan-
dard TV programming was also making it difficult for them to reach both parents
and children at the same time.
In response, the marketers created the Family Friendly Programming Forum. It ~ Family Friendly
seeks to stimulate the production of shows meant to appeal to broader, multigen- Programming Forum a

erational audiences and suitable to run between 8 and 10 p.m. (Eastern and Pacific =~ forum created by a coalition
of marketers in order to

stimulate the production of
shows meant to appeal to

times). The initiative is indicative of the increasing attention being paid to such
viewers, who remain crucial to the success of mass marketers even in an era in
which programs and products are aimed at ever narrower segments of the general broader, multigenerational
population. “We want to sit and watch TV with our families and not be embar-  _ yior e 20 4 cUitable to
rassed,” explained Steve Johnston, vice president for advertising and brand man- |, petween 8 and 10 p.m.
agement at Nationwide Mutual Enterprises in Columbus, Ohio. (Eastern and Pacific times)
Critics of this coalition fear that it wants to create programs that romanticize
a kind of fictional nuclear family. The advertisers insist, however, that it is possible
to be both contemporary and family-friendly. “We have to be realistic; families may
not be gathered around one TV anymore, and they’re not your traditional fami-
lies,” said Susan Frank, executive vice president and general manager of the Odyssey
Network in Studio City, California, a cable channel owned by Hallmark Cards that
focuses on family-oriented programming. “But there are times you can bring fam-
ily members together with content that’s thought-provoking, done in a good, qual-
ity way,” she added. “You have to be relevant to the way people live today.”
By 2007, the Association of National Advertisers was working with the Forum
to publicize select primetime programs “for their contributions to outstanding fam-
ily entertainment.” In a news release, forum co-chairman Kaki Hinton said,
“Working with our network partners, in eight short years we have achieved our
goal of ensuring that there is always at least one show that families can watch dur-
ing prime time every night of the week.”?? Although this project has itself created
controversy, it does show how powerful advertisers can respond to concerns they
perceive in their target audience and act to influence media.
One question critical media consumers should ask themselves is whether it is
ethical to pressure mass media organizations to alter their activities. After all, we’ve
all learned the importance of freedom of the press and the dangers of censorship.
We might therefore consider any attempt to interfere with what media executives
do to be an unethical infringement of that freedom—a kind of censorship.
Some mass media executives add that they are already responsible to the most
important pressure consumers can place on them: the pressure of the marketplace.
These executives argue that if their target audiences don’t like certain products,
they won’t buy those products and the content will be discontinued. Pressures from
outside this relationship, they continue, are unfair to the creators and the audience.
However, some individuals and groups feel that certain aspects of media con-
tent are so offensive that they have a right to change these aspects even if they don’t
represent a majority of the audience. This activity is not an infringement of the
First Amendment, they argue, because the initiative comes from private groups,
not from the government.

Internal Pressures on Media to Self-regulate

Media executives face difficult challenges when they worry about pressures
from outside their organizations and industries. They worry about maintaining
their credibility with the public at large (and especially their target audiences), but
at the same time they do not want pressures from outside entities (especially the
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listeners who have a
complaint to report or an
issue to discuss
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government) continually interfering with their firms’ activities. To achieve one or
both of these goals, executives in media industries set up self-regulation policies
and codes. This internal self-regulation can take a number of forms, including edi-
torial standards and ombudspersons at the level of individual organizations, and
professional codes of ethics, content ratings, press councils, and journalism reviews
at the industry level.

Editorial Standards Most media organizations have established editorial
standards—written statements of policy and conduct. In the case of the network
television industry, these policies are maintained and enforced by a department
known as Standards and Practices, which makes difficult decisions regarding the
acceptability of language in scripts, themes in plot lines, and images used in visual
portrayals. At the local television station level, policy and conduct are most often
guided by policy books, which help to lay down guidelines for fairness, accuracy,
and appropriateness of station content, among other things.

Newspapers and magazines are most often guided by two kinds of editorial
standards. The first, operating policies, spell out guidelines for everyday opera-
tions, such as conflicts of interest, acceptable advertising content, boundaries of
deceptive information-gathering practices, and paying sources for news stories,
among other things. The second, editorial policies, identify company positions on
specific issues, such as which presidential candidate the paper supports and whether
the paper is in support of certain governmental policies.

Ombudspersons An ombudsperson is hired by a media organization to deal
with readers, viewers, or listeners who have a complaint to report or an issue to
discuss. Although an ombudsperson is employed directly by a media organization,
his or her role is to act as an impartial intermediary between the organization and
the public.

Professional Codes of Ethics When executives perceive a need for their
industry as a whole to maintain a certain level of public credibility or to fend off
public attacks, they often mobilize to enact one of the oldest approaches to self-
regulation: the professional code of ethics. These codes are often administered by
societies or associations that companies have established to represent their inter-
ests to the outside world and to deal with forces within their business that might
lead to actions that members would consider unprofessional.

Examples of such organizations are the Society of Professional Journalists, the
American Society of Newspaper Editors, the Radio-Television News Directors
Association, the American Advertising Federation, and the Public Relations Society
of America. Each has an established code of ethics—that is, a formal list of guide-
lines and standards that tell the members of the profession, in this case media prac-
titioners, what they should and should not do. See Figure 3.4 for the Code of Ethics
adopted by the Society of Professional Journalists in 1996.

Adherence to these codes of ethics is voluntary and cannot be enforced beyond
removing a member from the society that administers the code. Most media pro-
fessionals are wary and even fearful of the idea of a code of ethics that the govern-
ment makes mandatory. They argue that such a code could unduly restrict the
expression of free speech and encourage harmful lawsuits.

Content Ratings and Advisories Another way in which media organiza-
tions regulate themselves is through the adoption of ratings systems, like those of
the film, television, and computer media industries. These ratings are often quite
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Code of Ethics

Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and

the foundation of democracy. The duty of the journalist is to further those ends by seeking truth and providing a fair and
comprehensive account of events and issues. Conscientious journalists from all media and specialties strive to serve the
public with thoroughness and honesty. Professional integrity is the cornerstone of a journalist’s credibility.

Members of the Society share a dedication to ethical behavior and adopt this code to declare the Society’s principles

Preamble

and standards of practice.

Seek Truth and Report It

Journalists should be honest, fair and courageous
in gathering, reporting and interpreting information.

Journalists should:

» Tiest the accuracy of informeation from all sources and exercise care to avoid inadvertent
error. Deliberate distortion is never permissible.

» Diligently seek out subjects of news stories to give them the opportunity to respond to
allegations of wrongdoing.

» Identify sources whenever feasible, The public is entitled to as much information as
possible on sources” reliability.

B Always question sources’ motives before promising anonymity. Clarify conditions
attached to any promise made in exchange for information. Keep promises,

» Make certain that headlines, news teases and promotional material, photos, video,
audio, graphics, sound bites and quotations do not misrepresent. They should not
oversimplify or highlight incidents out of context.

» Never distort the content of news photos or video. Image enhancement
for technical clarity is always permissible, Label montages and photo illustrations,

» Avoid misleading re-enactments or staged news events.

If re-enactment is necessary to tell a story, label it

» Mvoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gathering information
except when traditional open methods will not yield information vital to the public.
Use of such methods should be explained as part of the story.

» Never plagiarize.

» Tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of the human experience boldly,
even when it is unpopular to do so.

» Examine their own cultural values and avoid imposing
those values on others.

> Avoid stereotyping by race, gender, age, religion, ethnicity, peography,
sexual orientation, disability, physical appearance or social status.

» Support the open exchange of views, even views they find repugnant.

> Give voice to the voiceless; official and unofficial sources of information
can be equally valid.

» Distinguish between advocacy and news reporting,

Analysis and commentary should be labeled and not misrepresent fact or context.

» Distinguish news from advertising and shun hybrids that blur
the lines hetween the two.

» Recognize aspecial obligation to ensure that the public’s business is conducted in the
open and that govermment records are open to inspection.

Minimize Harm

Ethical journalists treat sources, subjects and

colleagues as human beings deserving of respect.

Journalists should:

» Show compassion for those who meay be affected adversely by news coverage. Use
special sensitivity when dealing with children and inexperienced sources or subjects.

B Be sensitive when seeking or using interviews or photographs of those
affected by tragedy or grief.

» Recognize that gathering and reporting information meay cause harm or discomfort.
Pursuit of the news is not a license for armogance,

» Recognize that private people have a greater right to control informeation about
themselves than do public officials and others who seek power, influence or attention.
Only an overriding public need can justify intrusion into anyone’s privacy.

» Show good taste. Avoid pandering to lurid curiosity.

» Be cautious about identifying juvenile suspects or victims of sex crimes.

» Be judicious about naming criminal suspects before the formal filing of charges.

» Balance a criminal suspect’s fair trial rights with the public’s right to be informed.

Act Independently

Journalists should be free of obligation to any
interest other than the public’s right to know.

Journalists should:

» Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived.

» Remain free of associations and activities that may compromise integrity
or damage credibility.

» Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special treatment, and shun secondary
employment, political involvement, public office and service in community
organizations if they compromise joumalistic integrity

» Disclose unavoidable conflicts.

» Be vigilant and courageous about holding those with power accountable.

» Deny favored treatment to advertisers and special interests and resist their pressure
to influence news coverage.

» Be wary of sources offering information for favors or money; avoid bidding for news.

Be Accountable

Journalists are accountable to their readers, listeners,
viewers and each other.

Journalists should:

» Clarify and explain news coverage and invite dialopue with the public
over journalistic conduct.

» Encourage the public to voice grievances against the news media.

» Admit mistakes and correct them promptly.

» Expose unethical practices of journalists and the news media.

» Abide by the same high standards to which they hold others.

Sigma Delta Chi's first Code of Ethics was borrowed from the American Society of Newspaper Editors in 1926. In 1973, Sigma Delta Chi wrote its own code, which was revised in 1984 and 1987,
The present version of the Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics was adopted in September 1996,

Figure 3.4
The Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics

Source: Copyright © Society of Professional Journalists: www.spm.org. Reprinted with permission.
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Video game Ratings

Systems

In 2007, British censors banned the violent computer game
Manhunt 2, making it illegal to supply the game anywhere
in the U.K. The game, which immerses users in violent vir-
tual experience as they try to escape from an insane asy-
lum, was rejected by the British Board of Film Classification
(BBFC) because of “its unrelenting focus on stalking and
brutal slaying.”

The classification came after a highly publicized case involv-
ing a teenager who murdered a 14-yearold boy after he was
allegedly inspired by the original Manhunt game. According
to a spokesman for Manhunt producer Rockstar Games,
“We are disappointed with the recent decision to refuse
classification of Manhunt 2. While we respect the authority
of the classification board ... we emphatically disagree with
this particular decision.”

The ban of Manhunt 2 marks the U.K's first classification
refusal in a decade and appeared to set a precedent in other
countries. In Ireland, for example, the Irish Film Censor's
Office also banned the game for its “gross, unrelenting and
gratuitous violence.” In the United States, a game can only
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be banned if it is decided by a court to be obscene, and
no game has been banned to date. Instead, the U.S. self-
regulatory agency, the Entertainment Software Rating
Board, gave Manhunt 2 an “Adults Only"” classification,
meaning that it was deemed unsuitable for persons under
the age of 18. Yet reporter Tony Smith notes that various
loopholes exist in the U.S. legal system. He explained,
“Unlike the U.K's rating system, overseen by the BBFC, the
U.S. scheme is not backed by legislation to prevent, say, a
retailer selling an adult-oriented game to a minor.”

As this book goes to press, there is talk that the publisher
of Manhunt 2 may appeal the “Adults Only” rating in the
United States in favor of a “mature” classification, which
would ensure its distribution at more retail platforms.

Sources: Charlotte Gill, “Family’s Delight as Horror Video Game
is Banned,” Daily Mail, June 20, 2007 accessed 3/6/08,
http://www.reghardware.co.uk/2007/06/21/manhunt_gets_us_rating;
and Tony Smith, “Manhunt 2 Rated 18+ in U.S" The Register
Hardware, June 21, 2007, accessed 3/6/08, www.reghardware.
co.uk.

controversial. Some people believe that they are not informative enough; others
believe that the ratings allow companies to place all the responsibility on the audi-
ence by creating whatever violent or sexually explicit materials they want and then
simply slapping a rating on the material.

Film
A voluntary film rating system was adopted by the Motion Picture Association in
1968 and revised in 1990. The ratings place films into one of five categories:

G: General audience—all ages admitted. This is a film that contains
nothing in theme, language, nudity and sex, violence, etc., that would be
offensive to parents whose younger children view the film.

PG: Parental guidance suggested—some material may not be suitable for
children. This is a film that clearly needs to be examined or inquired into
by parents before they let their children attend.

PG-13: Parents strongly cautioned—some material may be inappropriate
for children under thirteen. This is a film that leaps beyond the boundaries
of the PG rating in theme, violence, nudity, sensuality, language, or other
content, but does not quite fit within the restricted R category.
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R: Restricted—under seventeen requires accompanying parent or adult
guardian. This is a film that definitely contains some adult material,
possibly including hard language, tough violence, nudity within sensual
scenes, drug abuse, or a combination of these and other elements.

NC-17: No one under seventeen admiited. This is a film that most parents
will consider patently too adult for their youngsters under seventeen. No
children will be admitted.

The basic mission of the rating system is a simple one: to give parents advance
information about movies so that they can decide what movies they want their
children to see and what movies they don’t want their children to see.

Film ratings are determined by a full-time Ratings Board, located in Los
Angeles, California. The board is made up of eight to thirteen people who are not
specially qualified in any way, other than the fact that they all have “parenthood
experience.” When a film is submitted to the Rating Board, each member estimates
what most parents would consider to be an appropriate rating for the film. The
criteria the board considers are: theme, violence, language, nudity, sensuality, and
drug abuse, among other elements. After a group discussion, the board votes on
the film’s rating, which is decided by a majority vote.

The Ratings Board stresses that there is no requirement that films be
submitted to it. Any producer, filmmaker, or distributor who does not want to
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participate in the ratings process can send his or her film to the free market with-
out any rating at all. This appears quite voluntary, doesn’t it? But as a media lit-
erate consumer (or aspiring producer), can you see what’s wrong with this picture?
The answer is that if producers of a film refuse to submit it for rating, it will be
extremely difficult (if not impossible) to persuade theater companies to show the
picture. Some newspapers and websites may not even accept ads for the film. That
is an invitation to lose money. So unless the film is pornography (and so moves
through a very different production-to-distribution system), working with the
Ratings Board is really a requirement.

Television

Up to two thousand hours of television are available in American homes each day.
To help parents sort through this huge volume of material and choose programs
they want their young children to see—or not to see—the television industry has
developed TV parental guidelines. The parental guidelines are modeled after the
familiar movie ratings, and consist of the following six categories:

TV-Y: All children. This program is designed to be appropriate for all
children, including children ages two to six.

TV-Y7: Directed to older children. This program is designed for children
age seven and above.

TV-G: General audience. Most parents would find this program suitable
for all ages. It contains little or no violence, no strong language, and little
or no sexual dialogue or situations.

TV-PG: Parental guidance suggested. This program contains material that
parents may find unsuitable for younger children. The theme itself may call
for parental guidance and/or the program contains one or more of the
following: moderate violence (V), some sexual situations (S), infrequent
coarse language (L), or some suggestive dialogue (D).

TV-14: Parents strongly cautioned. This program contains some material
that many parents would find unsuitable for children under fourteen years
of age. This program contains one or more of the following: intense
violence (V), intense sexual situations (S), strong coarse language (L), or
intensely suggestive dialogue (D).

TV-MA: Mature audience only. This program is specifically designed to be
viewed by adults and therefore may be unsuitable for children under
seventeen. This program contains one or more of the following: graphic
violence (V), explicit sexual activity (S), or crude indecent language (L).

Because of the vast amount of daily TV programs, the networks and produc-
ers of each show determine the parental guidelines for that show. A monitoring
board has been formed by the National Association of Broadcasters from a broad
range of television industry experts. The board’s mandate is to make sure that there
is as much uniformity and consistency in applying the parental guidelines as is pos-
sible. The board examines programs whose guidelines may have been inappropri-
ate and reviews publicly criticized programs to ensure the accuracy of the guidelines
for those programs.

Electronic Software/Video Games

As a result of threatened federal intervention, in the early 1990s the gaming indus-
try set about creating a rating system for games. The Entertainment Software
Rating Board (ESRB)—an independent, self-regulatory entity that assigns ratings,
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These Parental Guidelines icons represent
the television industry’s rating system.

enforces advertising guidelines, and helps ensure responsible online privacy prac-
tices for the interactive entertainment software industry—was established in 1994.
Its ratings are designed to give consumers information about the content of an
interactive video or computer entertainment title and the ages for which the title
is appropriate. The ratings that suggest age-appropriateness are found on the front
of the box and are not meant to tell consumers what to buy or to serve as the only
basis for choosing a product. Content descriptions, found on the back of each game
box, tell consumers whether the game contains elements that may be of interest or
concern. ESRB ratings and their definitions are listed below:

EC: Early childbood. May be suitable for children ages three and older.
Contains no material that parents would find inappropriate

E: Everyone. May be suitable for persons ages six and older. These titles
will appeal to people of many ages and tastes. They may contain minimal
cartoon, fantasy, or mild violence and/or infrequent use of mild language.
This rating was formerly known as Kids to Adult (K-A).

E10+: Everyone ten and older. May be suitable for ages ten and older.
Titles in this category may contain more cartoon, fantasy, or mild violence,
mild language, and/or minimal suggestive themes.

T: Teen. May be suitable for ages thirteen and older. Titles in this category
may contain violence, suggestive themes, crude humor, minimal blood,
simulated gambling, and/or infrequent use of strong language.

M: Mature. May be suitable for persons ages seventeen and older. Titles in
this category may contain intense violence, blood and gore, sexual content
and/or strong language.

AO: Adults only. Should only be played by persons eighteen years or older.
Titles in this category may include prolonged scenes of intense violence
and/or graphic sexual content and nudity.

Content descriptors: Found on the back of the box. Indicate elements in a
game that may have triggered a particular rating or may be of interest or
concern.

Each ESRB rating is based on the consensus of at least three specially trained
raters who view content based on numerous criteria. Raters must be adults and
typically have experience with children through prior work experience, education,
or by being caregivers themselves. To eliminate the risk of outside or industry influ-
ence, the identities of the raters are kept confidential, and they are not permitted
to have any ties to or connections with any individuals or entities in the com-
puter/video game industry. The raters review written submission materials and
DVDs or videotapes, provided by the publisher, capturing all pertinent content in
the game. This includes the most extreme instances across all relevant categories,
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including but not limited to violence, language, sex, controlled substances, and
gambling. After reviewing the DVD or video of all the pertinent content in the
game, which may involve an ESRB staff member playing a beta or alpha version
of the game, each rater recommends an appropriate rating category and content
descriptor(s). The ratings are then compiled and a consensus is drawn from
the three ratings. Finally, ESRB staff review the final rating recommendation and
rating feedback, and then issue a certificate to the game’s publisher with the
official rating assignment. The publisher can either accept the game’s rating as
final or revise the game’s content and resubmit the game, at which time the process
starts anew. When the game is ready for release to the public, publishers must
send final copies of the product to the ESRB where the packaging is reviewed for
accuracy.

Ratings systems such as these are an increasingly common form of self-
regulation. It’s not clear how much use people make of different types of ratings
systems and how helpful people find these systems. Nevertheless, media executives
like these systems because they allow the industry to shift the burden of responsi-
bility for content to parents and other members of the audience. Government offi-
cials also like them because it takes some of the public pressure off them to force
companies to change their content.

Press Councils A press council is an independent group of people who moni-
tor complaints from media consumers, including complaints about unbalanced
coverage, inadequate coverage, and erroneous coverage. Press councils differ from
ombudspersons (discussed earlier in this chapter) in that they are made up of
more than one person, and they are not directly employed by any one media
organization.

One of the most active press councils in the United States is the Minnesota
News Council, founded nearly thirty years ago. The council is made up of thirteen
media professionals and thirteen members of the public. The Minnesota News
Council aims to promote fairness in the news media by giving members of the pub-
lic who feel that they have been damaged by a news story an opportunity to hold
the news organization accountable. The council’s role has been expanding in recent
years to include reaching out to the media and the public to create awareness that
will reduce the reasons for complaints.

The Minnesota News Council makes it clear, however, that it has no author-
ity—and wants none—to order any news organization to do, or not to do, any-
thing. It exists in order to help the public and the media create a moral force for
fairness. People who come to the council with complaints are not interested in
recovering money damages (if they were, they would sue); they are interested in
vindication. To qualify for a hearing, one must waive the right to sue.
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Journalism Reviews Journalism reviews—publications that report on and
analyze examples of ethical and unethical journalism—are yet another internal
force that helps the media to self-regulate. These reviews include publications such
as Quill, Columbia Journalism Review, and American Journalism Review. Take a
look at the print copies of these journals or their counterparts on the Web. What
you’ll see are vehicles that are intent on talking about the realities of the news busi-
ness as well as standing up for the values of their profession and for the rights of
journalists around the world. The Columbia Journalism Review, for example, has
run articles on the power of New York-based media; on what happens when
reporters party with their sources—the uses and ethical dilemmas of this practice;
and on the differences in news perspectives between the traditional media and new
organs such as Inside magazine. The CJR website also has a link to the Committee
to Protect Journalists, which reports on attempts to intimidate or injure reporters
around the world.

Ethics

The word ethics has appeared several times in this chapter in connection with argu-
ments about the moral principles that ought to guide the creation and circulation
of mass media materials. Ethics is a system of principles about what is right that
guides a person’s actions. Ethics has come to be recognized as the study of con-
cepts such as ought, should, and duty. Let’s look a bit more carefully at the topic
of ethics and the way in which it relates to business requirements.

Classical Ethics

Over the centuries, philosophers have developed various approaches to under-
standing what is ethical and what is not. By applying one or more of these classi-
cal approaches to ethics, we can better evaluate—from an ethics standpoint, at
least—our behavior and the behavior of others. The five ethical approaches that
follow—the Golden Mean, the Golden Rule, the categorical imperative, the prin-
ciple of utility, and the veil of ignorance—have particular relevance to media pro-
fessionals. Let’s look at them one at a time.

The Golden Mean The Greek philosopher Aristotle believed that an individ-
ual’s acts are right and virtuous if they are means of two extremes. This idea led
to the development of Aristotle’s Golden Mean, which represents the average of the
extreme actions for both the intellectual and moral virtues. While Aristotle was
certainly not the first to develop the saying “moderation in all things,” he was cer-
tainly one of its major proponents.

Aristotle reasoned that an individual could be happy if he or she chose
the path between the two extremes that would lead him or her on the best course.
Yet he also stated that each person should seek his or her own Golden Mean;
each person is different, and what might be too much for one person could
possibly be too little for another. To apply Aristotle’s Golden Mean, begin by
identifying ethical extremes and then seek a balance between the two. For those
prone to one extreme, the balance comes from leaning toward the other extreme.
The farther away you are from one extreme, the more you must lean toward
the other.

journalism reviews
publications that report on
and analyze examples of
ethical and unethical
journalism

ethics a system of
principles about what is
right that guides a person’s
actions

Golden Mean Aristotle’s
belief that an individual
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intellectual and moral
virtues while following
reason can be happy, and
that an individual’s acts are
right and virtuous if they
are the mean of two
extremes
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Consider an example of a Golden Mean approach to ethical behavior: a
TV network program director may try to get the producers of a particularly
violent program to reduce the amount of mayhem on their show by telling them
to cut out all violent car chases and fights. The program director realizes that
the program’s creators won’t fully adhere to this extreme order. He believes
in the Golden Mean: if he pushes them toward the other extreme, maybe they
will end up in the appropriate middle when it comes to using violent action on
the show.

The Golden Rule The Golden Rule, also known as the Judeo-Christian
Ethic, refers to the admonition to “do unto others as you would have them do
unto you.” This maxim has long been proposed as an ethical guideline. Kung
Fu Tzu (Confucius) presented his version five hundred years before the birth of
Christ as a proscription: “Do not do to others what you would not want done to
you.”

Continuing with our earlier example, following this rule might mean that pro-
ducers of sex and violence on TV would recognize that they wouldn’t want their
children being bombarded with such materials, so they would stop bombarding
other people’s kids with them.

The Categorical Imperative German philosopher Immanuel Kant devel-
oped the theory of the categorical imperative, which holds that individuals should
follow ethical principles as if these principles could be applied in any situation.
That way, Kant believed, we would be able to develop rules of order, or duties.
The word maxim, in this sense, means the principle on which the action was
based—the type of principle that people formulate in determining their conduct.
So, if a person won’t lie out of principle, he or she should be willing to apply that
principle universally. Many have pointed out that this is simply a reformulation of
the Golden Rule, and it’s easy to see why.

Under the categorical imperative, an individual would act only in ways in
which he or she would want everyone else to act, all the time. Thus, it would be
permissible for us to lie only if we wished everyone to lie all the time. We could
murder with impunity only if we would allow others to do so. Kant reasoned that
rational beings wouldn’t tolerate a state of existence in which everyone could lie
or kill without compunction. And, of course, that’s true. How could we live in a
society in which we would expect a lie for every question we asked, or one in which
murder were the rule rather than the exception?

A contemporary example relating to the categorical imperative involves
invading other people’s private information. If we, as individuals, would not want
such a thing to happen to us, we should then act toward other people in the same
way. Similarly, executives working for media firms that have the capability of
secretly collecting information from people who visit their websites should ask
whether they would want that done to them. If they followed the categorical imper-
ative, they would use an “opt in” approach to information collection. That is, they
would ask everyone for permission to collect and use the data, just as they might
want to be asked.

The Principle of Utility British philosopher John Stuart Mill believed in the
principle of utility—so-called because it promoted an action based on its utility, or
usefulness. The basis of utilitarianism is a single, guiding precept: the rightness or
wrongness of any action can be judged in terms of its consequences. Motives are
therefore irrelevant—completely the opposite of Kant’s theory of the categorical
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imperative. Mill believed that good consequences give pleasure, whereas bad con-
sequences result in pain. According to utilitarianism, the right course of action is
the one that promotes the greatest pleasure or minimizes pain for those affected
by the decision-making.

Under this principle, a person or company would have to evaluate the costs
and benefits of harassing co-workers, televising violent programs, or secretly col-
lecting information from friends or customers. If the individual or the company
determines that more pain than benefit will result from doing these things, they
should stop. For example, an online magazine might conclude that collecting and
storing personal information from adults without their permission could lead to
bad feelings if readers found out, and therefore could cause it to lose those sub-
scriptions. The result might be that the magazine would set up a procedure to get
permission from its customers after informing them what data it would collect and
how it would use that data.

The Veil of Ignorance Philosopher John Rawls’ theory of the veil of igno-
rance holds that in any given situation, justice emerges only when all parties are
treated without social differentiation. From this perspective, fairness is the funda-
mental idea in the concept of justice.

For example, a journalist would determine the just thing to do by determin-
ing the fairest option, and would make the ethical decision without considering
his or her own personal interests. All people going behind this veil of ignorance
would have to forget who they are and what their own values and ideologies are,
and step into the shoes of the others involved in the ethical situation. Behind this
veil of ignorance, journalists would be more objective in their reporting because
their inherent biases would not come into play, as the person reporting the story
would put aside his or her own values and ideas.

Journalists can use Rawls’ idea of the veil of ignorance to write a truly fair
story. Reporters who cover the same beat day after day can start to make assump-
tions about people and use those assumptions in the stories they write. But jour-
nalists who go behind the veil of ignorance should try to look at the story as if they
are coming in contact with the people involved for the first time and should bury
any preconceived notions about the people. This is a very idealistic look at jour-
nalism, but Rawls argues that journalists who use his suggestions will probably be
better and fairer journalists.

Making Ethical Decisions

Every day you will find yourself in situations in which ethical decisions need to be
made—whether those situations involve the mass media or not. How will you make
these decisions? What sort of moral reasoning process should you follow—not
only as a media consumer but, more importantly, as a good citizen?

Bob Steele, a senior faculty member at the Poynter Institute, outlines a model
that media literates and professionals alike can use to evaluate and examine their
decisions and to make good ethical decisions. Steele is concerned specifically with
journalism, but the ethical-thinking process that he suggests can work for all sorts
of media practitioners and consumers.

Steele says, ask yourself these ten questions:

1 What do I know? What do I need to know?
2 What are my ethical concerns?

veil of ignorance John
Rawls’ theory that holds
that in any given situation,
justice emerges only when
all parties are treated
without social
differentiation; from this
perspective, fairness is the
fundamental idea in the
concept of justice
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3 What is my journalistic (or informational, entertainment, advertising, or edu-
cational) purpose?
What organizational policies and professional guidelines should I consider?
5 How can Iinclude other people, with different perspectives and diverse ideas,
in the decision-making process?
6  Who are the stakeholders—those affected by my decision? What are their
motivations? Which are legitimate?
7  What if the roles were reversed? How would I feel if T were in the shoes of
one of the stakeholders?
8 What are the possible consequences of my actions in the short term and in
the long term?
9 What are my alternatives to maximize my truth-telling responsibility and min-
imize harm?
10 CanlIclearly and fully justify my thinking and my decision to my colleagues,
to the stakeholders, and to the public?

S

Answering these questions is difficult. It is a bit easier if you have thought through
where you stand in relation to the ideas of classical ethics, the Golden Mean, the
Golden Rule, the categorical imperative, and the principle of utility. Try it.

Ethical Duties to Various Constituencies

Combined with larger philosophies of ethics, Bob Steele’s questions can help media
practitioners think about their day-to-day responsibilities and prepare for events
that raise grave ethical dilemmas. Ethical dilemmas often come about because we
are torn in a number of directions over an issue. The perspective that media-ethics
scholars Clifford Christians, Mark Fackler, and Kim Rotzoll?* bring to this topic
can help bring a sharper focus to the topics Steele raises when it comes to knotty
ethical situations. In order to reach a responsible decision, these scholars write, an
individual must clarify which parties will be influenced by a decision and which
ones the person feels particularly obligated to support.

Consider yourself, for a moment, as a media practitioner trying to carry out
an important assignment—writing a news story, directing a film, writing a TV
movie, or any of a myriad of other activities. Fackler and his colleagues stress that
as we carry out these activities, we have obligations to five parties, or constituen-
cies. These five parties are ourselves, the audience, the employer, the profession,
and society. To these five, we will add one more: the people to whom we’ve made
promises, such as publics and sources.

Duty to Self
As a media practitioner, you clearly feel a duty to make sure your actions do not
harm vyourself. In fact, a key goal of your work is to make yourself
look good—to shine in your job—and to act in ways that allow you to feel ethi-
cally correct.

Duty to Audience
As a media practitioner, you also have a duty to make sure that what you do takes
the nature and expectations of the audience into consideration.

Duty to the Employer

The company that pays your salary is also an important consideration. At the very
least, a practitioner owes the firm good work—a product that meets the expecta-
tions that caused the person to be hired in the first place.
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Duty to the Profession

Most practitioners feel an allegiance to their profession. Movie scriptwriters feel
an obligation to keep up the reputation and pay of the people who ply that craft.
Similarly, reporters feel a responsibility to help other journalists who are in trou-
ble and to make sure that their profession is taken seriously by editors and pub-
lishers.

Duty to Promiseholders

If you made promises to people during the course of covering a news story, put-
ting a movie together, or making an ad, you may (and should) feel an obligation
to those people when you move forward with your work. If a source requested
anonymity, you can’t divulge the name even if your editor thinks the article would
be better if it were there. If you promised a young TV talk-show host the first inter-
view about your new film, you are obligated to give that show the first interview,
even though Jay Leno wants you first.

Duty to Society

Many practitioners also feel an obligation to society at large. You live in a real
world, with neighbors, children, stores, churches, and governments. If you pro-
duce recordings, edit movies, write sitcoms, or illustrate children’s books, you may
feel that what you produce should have a positive social impact. At least, you may
say, what you produce should not have a negative social impact.

Forming Ethical Standards for the Mass Media If you think about the
ethical systems we presented, about Bob Steele’s ten questions and about the con-
stituencies that Mark Fackler and his colleagues discuss, you will see that ethical
standards for the mass media often involve at least three levels:

The personal level
The professional level
The societal level

Most media practitioners find that they cannot exist on one level only. How
their standards develop at each level has to do with their values and ideals. From
these two sources come their principles—the basis for their ethical actions at
every level.

Values are those things that reflect our presuppositions about social life and
human nature. Values cover a broad range of possibilities, such as aesthetic values
(something is harmonious or pleasing), professional values (innovation and
promptness), logical values (consistency and competency), sociocultural values
(thrift and hard work), and moral values (honesty and nonviolence).

Ideals are a notion of excellence, a goal that is thought to bring about greater
harmony to ourselves and to others. For example, American culture respects ideals
such as tolerance, compassion, loyalty, forgiveness, peace, justice, fairness, and
respect for persons. In addition to these human ideals, there are institutional or
organizational ideals, such as profit, efficiency, productivity, quality, and stability.

Principles are those guidelines we derive from values and ideals and are precur-
sors to codified rules. They are usually stated in positive (prescriptive) or negative
(proscriptive) terms. Consider, for example, the motto, “Never corrupt the integrity
of media channels”—a principle derived from the professional value of truth-telling
in public relations—or the statement “Always maximize profit”—a principle derived
from belief in the efficacy of the free-enterprise system. The ideals, values, and prin-
ciples of the media will differ according to the differing goals and loyalties of each.

values those things that
reflect our presuppositions
about social life and human
nature

ideals a notion of
excellence, a goal that is
thought to bring greater
harmony to ourselves and
to others

principles those guidelines
we derive from values and
ideals that are precursors to
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Media Literacy, Regulation, and Ethics

Reading through the preceding paragraphs about ethics, it might have occurred to
you that people who work in mass media organizations may sometimes feel strong
conflicts among the various constituencies that we’ve mentioned. As we saw in
Chapter 2, the creation, distribution, and exhibition of news, entertainment, edu-
cational, and informational materials take place in a highly competitive business
environment. The high risks involved in that environment often create pressure on
individuals to conform to organizational activities that, while legal, the individu-
als might consider ethically unsavory. An individual’s duty to the media organiza-
tion may conflict with his or her duty to society; an individual’s personal values
may conflict with the organization’s values.

These considerations relate to a wide range of topics in different media.
Consider the use of graphic violence in TV dramas, in local TV news programs,
in ads, and in rap recordings; it also surfaces in other aspects of media content.
Many of the distributors and exhibitors of the material, and even its creators, may
personally abhor some elements of what they are doing. In their business lives,
though, they may feel they have to use those elements. Why? Because they
“work”—that is, they seem to sell the product to the right audience in a manner
that supports the organization and brings paychecks to its members. A well-paid
writer of TV movies once yelled at the author of this textbook for asking him ques-
tions that implied respect for his craft. “I write junk!” he shouted. He added that
he knew he used violence and sex as props to advance his plots and that he wrote
according to the most blatant pop-cultural formulas. “I do it because I have a fam-
ily to support and a big mortgage to pay off for this house in Brentwood! I do it,
but I know it’s junk. Don’t forget that!”

Actually, what this writer said can also illuminate the second problem of media
ethics: its ambiguous nature. The writer may condemn his own scripts as contribut-
ing to the violent and mediocre nature of popular culture, but the producers of the
programs that were based on these scripts might well argue that they were hand-
some creations that explore issues of good and evil in ways that are accessible to
large audiences. You might think that it would be more difficult to defend the local
news formula. One argument that its champions have advanced, though, is based
on its popularity. Is it wrong, they ask, to create an accurate program about goings-
on in a locality that many people want to watch?

There may also be ambiguity regarding how to apply the ethical principles.
Ethical criteria may seem straightforward, but they are not always so. Take the
principle of not misleading people—a notion that most people would agree is
a basic ethical principle. Look at the Campbell Soup case, noted earlier, in light
of this principle. When the company’s ad agency used marbles in the soup to
boost the soup’s chunkiness, was that “misleading”? Campbell’s argued that the
company was trying to emphasize a genuine feature of its soup that the camera
couldn’t easily reflect without the marbles. The Federal Trade Commission dis-
agreed, but that doesn’t mean that Campbell’s employees felt that they were act-
ing unethically—do you?

Sometimes, though, executives do acknowledge that the business competition
leads them to act unethically. One way to guard themselves and their competitors
from improper behavior is by encouraging rules that prohibit it. From one point
of view, then, media laws and regulations can be seen as a way to formally enforce
agreed-upon norms of behavior by government officials with respect to media
practitioners and by media practitioners with respect to the government and the
society as a whole. The First Amendment, Freedom of Information Act, and Video
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Privacy Protection Act are, for people who agree with them, rules that reflect eth-
ical values regarding the government’s relation to media, information, and the pub-
lic. Similarly, antitrust laws, laws against deceptive advertising, and self-regulatory
ratings voice norms about how media firms and media practitioners ought to
behave.

Media Regulations and the Savvy Citizen

Even if you’re not a media practitioner, thinking about the rules that guide the media
is crucial. The more you know about how the media are regulated, how govern-
ment and internal regulations protect you, and how those regulations sometimes
intervene in ways you may not want them to, the more your awareness as a media
consumer increases. So does your ability to act in support of your ethical concerns.

You can undoubtedly think of many examples of anger against the media.
Activists who believe in women’s right to choose abortions might be deeply
offended by the portrayals of teen pregnancies in a TV movie shown by one of the
networks. They might feel that to sit back and do nothing about these portrayals
would invite further support of the anti-abortion position by the producers when
they work on other shows. They might also believe that the portrayals will rein-
force in the audience unfortunate images of, and actions toward, teen abortions
in society. They might therefore mobilize to prevent the network from repeat show-
ing of that film and to force the network to air a film or series that is more sym-
pathetic toward teenagers who choose abortions.

But consider this complexity: at the same time that the activists are voicing
their complaints, groups that find any portrayal of abortion to be reprehensible
might make totally opposite demands to the network. They might argue that such
portrayals encourage children and others to think that abortion is acceptable in
society, and that that would erode family values—the very values that define
American society. Consequently, they might demand that the network never por-
tray any abortions.

Three points about these opposing groups and their demands deserve atten-
tion here. One point is the similarity in their approach: although they are far apart
ideologically, their concern about the media comes not so much from a worry about
how the members of their immediate groups will react to the movie as from con-
cern about how members of society who are less informed on the subject—espe-
cially children—will relate to the material. This type of concern is common among
media activists. Arguments with media firms are often based on fear about the
media’s effect on other segments of society.

A second point is that the two groups are poles apart on the question of what
it is ethically correct for the media to do in this case. One side has notions of eth-
ically proper images that involve certain positive portrayals of abortion. The other
side considers any portrayals that depict abortion as playing a legitimate part in
mainstream society to be unethical.

Finally, it should be clear that this is an ethical conflict that cannot be resolved
by government regulation. As we have seen, the First Amendment protects the cre-
ators of media materials, including most forms of entertainment, from government
interference. The First Amendment would apply in the abortion fight. In other cir-
cumstances, however, other laws might take precedence, and a concerned citizen
would need to understand that it is appropriate to ask the government to inter-
vene. We have seen, for example, that the libel of a non-public figure in a TV enter-
tainment program would likely allow the person who was insulted to have her or
his day in court.
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Knowing the laws that relate to particular media in particular circumstances
is critical to understanding the rights and responsibilities that apply to you, media
firms, and government when it comes to materials you like or don’t like. In many
cases, you will find that no governmental law will help you to force certain media
organizations to act in what you believe is an ethical manner. You will also find
out that there are few easily agreed-upon media ethics in a nation as complex and
varied as the United States. Of course, people who care about media ethics should
not give up trying to persuade media organizations to alter their notions of proper
behavior. However, persuading media organizations to do things involves much
more than simply insisting on the ethical value of one person’s or one group’s sug-
gestions; as we have seen, there may be others who insist on the ethical value of
totally opposite actions. So it is also necessary to understand the following: con-
troversial proposals will not likely be accepted by media organizations as a result
of social debate, unless the party making the proposal is able to exercise economic
and political power.

CHAPTER REVIEW
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For an interactive chapter recap and study guide, visit the companion website for
Media Today at www.routledge.com/textbooks/mediatoday

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND CRITICAL THINKING

1 In what way do the authoritarian and libertarian philosophies of media sys-
tems represent opposing views of human nature?

2 How has the meaning of “the press” in the First Amendment changed over the
course of U.S. history?

3 From alegal standpoint, what is the difference between obscenity and pornog-
raphy?

4 What does it mean to say that using part of a copyright work is fair use because
the use is transformative?

5 “Media laws and regulations can be seen as a way to formally enforce agreed-
upon norms of behavior by government officials with respect to media prac-
titioners and by media practitioners with respect to the government and the
society as a whole.” Explain this statement and bring two examples to sup-
port it.

INTERNET RESOURCES

University of Towa’s list of Internet resources on media law (http:/bailiwick.lib.
uiowa.edu/journalism/medialaw/)
This is a useful annotated collection of materials about law, for experts and non-
experts, available around the Web.



FORMAL AND INFORMAL CONTROLS ON MEDIA CONTENT -

Court decisions regarding freedom of speech in the United States (http:/www.
be.edu/be_org/avp/cas/comm/free_speech/decisions.html)
From Boston College Law School, this series of links is arranged in historical and
thematic order.

Journal of Mass Media Ethics (http://jmme.byu.edu/)
According to its website, “the Journal of Mass Media Ethics is devoted to explo-
rations of ethics problems and issues in the various fields of mass communica-
tion. Emphasis is placed on materials dealing with principles and reasoning in
ethics, rather than anecdotes, orthodoxy, dogma, and enforcement of codes.”

The Reporters’ Committee for Freedom of the Press (http://www.rcfp.org/)
Based in Arlington, Virginia, RCFP is a nonprofit organization dedicated to pro-
viding free legal help to journalists and news organizations since 1970.

KEY TERMS

You can find the definitions to these key terms in the marginal glossary through-
out this chapter. Test your knowledge of these terms with interactive flash cards
on the Media Today companion website.

abridge embeds
actual malice embellishment
advocacy organizations equal time rule
antitrust policies ethics
appropriation evidentiary privilege
authoritarian approaches excessive market control
bad tendency fair comment and criticism
Cable Telecommunications Act fair use regulations
of 1984 Fairness doctrine
Children’s Online Privacy Protection false light
Act of 1998 falsity
clear and present danger Family Friendly Programming Forum
commercial speech fault
communist approaches Federal Communications
copyright Commission (FCC)
Copyright Act of 1976 Federal Trade Commission (FTC)
cultural influences Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
defamation Golden Mean
distribution Golden Rule
economic influences Government-in-the Sunshine Act
editorial policies harm
editorial standards ideal
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injunction principle of utility

intrusion prior restraint

journalism reviews privacy

libel private person

libel per quod privileged warrants and judicial
libel per se proceedings

libertarian approaches public disclosure

marketplace of ideas public figure

monopoly publication

national security regulation

obscene material shield laws

oligopoly simple malice

ombudsperson simple negligence

operating policies slander

parody social responsibility approaches
personal tort stakeholders

policy books sunshine laws

political influences transformative

pool reporters truth

pornography unilaterals

press council value

pressure groups veil of ignorance

press privilege Video Privacy Protection Act of 1988
principle

CONSTRUCTING MEDIA LITERACY

Why do you think many people get upset about the burning of books? Can
you find modern counterparts to the Nazi book burnings?

If you were a judge in a murder trial, would you allow cameras into your court-
room? Why or why not?

The Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) requires websites to
get parents’ permission if they want to get identifiable personal information
(for example, full name, email address, phone number) from children under
age thirteen. When the bill was first introduced to Congress, many privacy
advocates wanted to raise the age to seventeen or under, or at least older than
thirteen. Do you agree that this should have happened? Why do you think it
didn’t?

If it were up to you, would you reinstate the Fairness doctrine? Why or why
not?
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CASE STUDY Journalists and Ethical Dilemmas

The idea Reading about the ethical dilemmas that media practitioners experi-
ence is not the same thing as experiencing them first hand. You might be able to
understand these dilemmas and the ways media practitioners and their organiza-
tions deal with them better by talking directly to them about it.

The method Interview a local journalist about an ethical dilemma that he or she
confronted during his or her career. Come prepared with questions, and take notes
during the interview, or ask the journalist for permission to record it. To get the
journalist to be most honest, you may have to promise that when you write your
essay about the talk, you will not reveal his or her name.

Ask what the dilemma was. With whom did the journalist share the dilemma inside
and outside of his/her media organization? How did the journalist resolve the
dilemma? Why? How did it affect the story that the journalist wanted to tell?

In writing an essay about the interview, ask yourself if the resolution the journal-
ist found for the dilemma fits with one or more of the ethics models described in
this chapter. Also consider whether you would have resolved the dilemma in the
same way or a different way.
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MAKING SENSE OF RESEARCH ON
MEDIA EFFECTS AND MEDIA CULTURE

After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

Identify and explain what mass media research is as a practice, how it is conducted, and the ways
in which it can be evaluated

Recognize and discuss the purpose, practices, and theories of the mainstream approaches to mass
media research

Evaluate and distinguish among the three main goals of mainstream approaches to mass media
research

Recognize the shift from mainstream approaches to mass media research to critical approaches

Recognize and discuss the purpose, practices, and theories of critical approaches to mass media
research

Recognize and discuss the purpose, practices, and theories of cultural studies approaches to mass
media research

Analyze how being media literate with regard to mass media research and media effects gives you
access to tools for understanding and evaluating the media’s presence and influence in your life




“There are in fact no masses; there are only ways of seeing people as masses.”

RAYMOND WILLIAMS, CULTURAL PHILOSOPHER

Imagine a communication major, Jessica, who is a
junior at a college near a large U.S. city. Jessica works
on the Culture and Arts beat for the school’s daily
newspaper, which means that companies send her
free tickets to plays, movies and concerts because
they want her to write reviews about them for the
paper. Jessica works late into the night at the news-
paper office, trying to finish her reviews for the
paper’s website and its print edition. In the office,
three flat screens bracketed to the wall are constantly
tuned to the three major network stations in the area,
and as she writes her reviews Jessica can’t help but
pay attention to what they are showing about the
city: mostly stories of murder, robbery, and fires.

“Where is the coverage of all the great plays and
concerts that I know are happening all around the
city every day?” Jessica asks herself. She knows, too,
that the level of violence in the city has receded sub-
stantially during the previous two years. Jessica is
worried that viewers are getting the wrong impres-
sion, and that the local news is fostering a sense of
fear. As the days go by, she decides that these sensa-
tional stories are problematic—both for what they
show and for what they don’t show. The news pro-
grams, she realizes, are ignoring the efforts of the
mayor, the city commissioners, the school board, and
the many other departments that keep the city work-
ing—or, sometimes, not working.

“It’s hard to believe someone intelligent would
watch this stuff,” she tells her boyfriend Jim one day
over lunch in the student center. “Well,” Jim offers,
“Loads of people around here pay attention to those
shows. They may watch for the sports summary or
the weather. The crime and violence just come along
for the ride.”

“But why?” Jessica presses him as she finishes
her iced tea. “Why would stations put this junk on?
And why would intelligent people not get angry and
complain? Showing people an image of the city as
filled with stories about violence and fires every day
without giving them a sense of how the city works
and the good things that are going on is dangerous.
It can make people needlessly afraid, hopeless, and
even wanting to leave. And anyway, why should sen-
sational murder stories push out stories about con-
cert series, art exhibits, and city government that can
have much more impact on viewers’ lives and on the
future of the area?”

Jessica finds that a number of friends at the paper
share her concerns about the local news. She be-
comes increasingly angry. One friend, a campus anti-
poverty activist and criminology major, confides that
four months earlier he had met with the news direc-
tors of the three major television stations in the city.

They listened politely to his complaints, he says, but
in the end they did nothing. “The need to attract
large numbers of viewers for advertisers obviously
exceeds their desire to be publicly responsible,” he
suggests. Undeterred, Jessica is determined to go
beyond what her friend has done. She decides to start
a public advocacy group to try to put public pressure
on the stations to change local news.

But how should she start? Jim suggests that she
start with the basics: “You need to be more knowl-
edgeable about the effects of TV and even on how
local TV news operates. If you go out there and start
complaining publicly with so little knowledge, even
with a group behind you, you may come off looking
foolish. And the people who run the stations will
have had their way.” Jim suggests that her first step
might be to talk to her advisor. “Get his input into
how this all works, what the effects of these sorts of
images are, and the best ways to influence the com-
panies that put them on the air,” he says.

Jessica thinks that is a pretty good idea, so she
lays out her concerns to her advisor, Communication
professor Dave Berg. “It certainly is an interesting
topic,” Professor Berg says. “In fact, it’s an issue I
would love to pose to the graduate students in my
‘media theory’ class. Why don’t you come to the class
next week and I’ll get the students to help you brain-
storm about ways to understand local news from a
variety of angles?” Jessica tells him that’s a great idea.
She secretly worries, though. “The grad students
might just spout complicated ‘ivory tower’ phrases
that have little to do with the real world and that just
confuse me needlessly,” she tells herself. Neverthe-
less, she shows up in the graduate class on that
Thursday, finding seven enthusiastic grad students.
It seems that she has hit on a hot-button topic with
a substantial proportion of the seminar class. In fact,
they are eager to express their viewpoints, and to link
them to scholarly research.

The aim of this chapter is to bring you to the same
realization as our fictional Jessica: that there is no
ivory tower here. We will show that mass communi-
cation researchers have been grappling for decades
with the most important social issues that have sur-
rounded society’s most important media, from news-
papers to movies, from television to the Internet. We
will look at the ways in which their research has con-
tributed to, and even sparked, public debates about
how we should think about media activities and
media content. The aim is to help you become more
aware than you otherwise might be of these develop-
ments, and of the impact that scholarly work on mass
media continues to have on the ideas and activities of
government, business, and the public at large.



research the application
of a systematic method to
solve a problem or
understand it better than in
the past

mass media research the
use of systematic methods
to understand or solve
problems regarding the
mass media

conceptual research
research that focuses on the
perspectives or philosophies
that we should use when
we think about the media
or media research
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The Nature of Mass Media Research

Research is the application of a systematic method to solve a problem or under-
stand it better than in the past. Mass media research, then, involves the use of sys-
tematic methods to understand or solve problems regarding the mass media.

The area is huge: mass media research is a large tree with many branches. One
branch has to do with audiences. Media firms pay to find out who watches tele-
vision, reads magazines, surfs the Web, or listens to the radio. Another branch
relates to predicting the success of certain media materials. For example, a movie
company might want to estimate how popular a film will be with its target audi-
ence if it is advertised in a certain way. A third branch centers on the relative suc-
cess of advertising campaigns, such as whether a series of deodorant commercials
using a famous sports personality leads to a greater increase in sales than a series
of commercials for the same deodorant that featured “regular” people.

We will refer to these types of research in other chapters, but here our focus
is very different. The research we are concerned with in this chapter tries to answer
questions that relate to society’s bottom line, not to a company’s bottom line. This
type of research asks about the role mass media play in improving or degrading
the relationships, values, and ideals of society, and the people who make up that
society, including questions such as:

Does violence in news and entertainment encourage violence and/or cause peo-
ple to be frightened when they leave their homes?

Where do people get most of their information about candidates during polit-
ical campaigns?

Can we design advertising campaigns that will discourage teens from smok-
ing cigarettes?

What do the history and contemporary nature of advertising tell us about our
society?

What and who are the powers behind America’s media arrangements, and how
might they be affecting what Americans read and hear?

What influence do advocacy groups have on the shaping of public policy
regarding the media?

Addressing these sorts of topics is quite a complex task. It’s hard to say that we
have definite answers to each of these questions. After several decades of research,
however, we certainly have a lot of evidence to consider.

Approaches to Mass Media Research

Broadly speaking, we can distinguish between research that is empirical and
research that is conceptual, and also between research that is quantitative and
research that is qualitative. The boundaries between these categories can be fuzzy,
and academics can do more than one type of research at the same time. Still, each
approach to research brings with it its own way of looking at the world and eval-
uating evidence.

Conceptual and Empirical Work Conceptual research focuses on the per-
spectives or philosophies that we should use when we think about the media or
media research. Many scholars who study media ethics carry out conceptual work.
Drawing on a long history of thought about moral behavior, their goal is to help



media practitioners, members of the pub-
lic, and other scholars to think about
how media firms ought to proceed in eth-
ically challenging social and corporate

Media researchers examine
the effects of a media
product on its intended
audience.

environments. Scholars who comment
on the history of mass communication
research are carrying out important con-
ceptual work. Their intent is to explore
the concerns and beliefs about media
effects that have guided professors over
the decades, as well as the assumptions
about individuals and society that are
reflected in their conclusions.

In contrast,
involves investigating and reporting on
actual things in the world. In empirical
research, it is important for the investi-
gator to have well-elaborated ideas
about the part of the world that he or she
is studying. The best scholarly empirical research is guided by concepts.

The main difference between conceptual and empirical research, however, is
that the former deals exclusively with concepts and their implications, whereas the
latter uses concepts as jumping-off points for studying concrete parts of the world.

Consider one of the questions we asked earlier, “Can we design advertising
campaigns that will discourage teens from smoking cigarettes?” You may think
that answering this question does not involve a lot of concepts—that it simply
involves setting up a series of anti-smoking ads and seeing if they persuade teens.
It turns out, though, that a researcher who is investigating this question will sys-
tematically turn to large bodies of psychological and sociological knowledge about
persuasion in order to get ideas regarding the best ways to set up such advertising
campaigns and the best ways to think about, and measure, their effects. Those bod-
ies of knowledge are themselves based on the findings of previous research. In
empirical social research, the findings of studies lead to ideas about how things
work that are used and tested in other studies.

Bodies of knowledge that contain tested explanations about how phenomena
work are called theories. In the case of the ad campaign, the researcher might use
the theory of reasoned action, developed by Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen in the
late 1960s, to create the building blocks for the commercials. According to the the-
ory of reasoned action, the most important determinant of a person’s behavior is
intent. The individual’s intention to perform a behavior is a combination of his or
her attitude toward performing the behavior and a subjective norm—that is, the
individual’s sense of how others whom he or she cares about evaluate the behav-
ior. From these basic building blocks comes an entire body of writings and stud-
ies that have tested and expanded Fishbein and Ajzen’s model.

A media consultant setting up an anti-smoking commercial based on the the-
ory of reasoned action would use the theory to create parts of the commercial and
generate hypotheses about how the target audience would react to these elements.
Hypotheses are tentative predictions made in order to draw out and test the logi-
cal consequences of a theory or set of concepts. The aim of this empirical study
would be to determine if the hypotheses about the elements’ influence on the view-
ers of the commercial hold true. To do that, a researcher would probably carry out
an experiment, a study in which groups of randomly chosen people are exposed

empirical research

empirical research

research that involves
investigating and reporting
on actual things in the
world

theories bodies of
knowledge that contain
tested explanations of how
phenomena work

theory of reasoned action
a theory, developed by
Martin Fishbein and Icek
Ajzen, that posits that the
most important
determinant of a person's
behavior is behavior intent,
and that an individual’s
intention to perform a
behavior is a combination
of his or her attitude
toward performing the
behavior and a subjective
norm

hypotheses tentative
predictions made in order
to draw out and test the
logical consequences of a
theory or set of concepts

experiment a study in
which groups of randomly
chosen people are exposed
to one stimulus while other
groups of randomly chosen
people are given a similar
presentation without that
stimulus




control groups in an
experiment, the groups that
receive the presentation
without the experimental
elements

quantitative research
research in which the
researcher collects and
reports data in numerical
form

questionnaire a
quantitative research tool
consisting of a series of
questions with answers that
can be translated into
numbers

survey a form of
quantitative empirical
research that involves
systematically asking
questions of a population of
people and then presenting
numerical tallies of the
results

sample a subset of a
population that is selected
through systematic methods
in such a way that the
answers from the subset can
be considered generalizable
to the entire population of
concern

content analysis a
quantitative research tool
that counts aspects of
products as opposed to
aspects of individuals; it
allows a researcher to
systematically choose a
sample of mass media
material, examine certain
aspects of that material,
and then present the results
quantitatively

qualitative research
making sense of an aspect
of reality by showing how
different parts of it fit
together in particular ways
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to a stimulus (in this case, the commercial with the elements that will test the
hypotheses) while other groups of randomly chosen people are given a similar pres-
entation without that stimulus (in this case, a commercial without those elements).
The groups that receive the presentation without the experimental elements are
called the control groups.

In our example, the researcher would ask the people in both the experimental
and the control groups questions that would indicate whether or not they smoke
and gauge their attitudes toward cigarettes. Then the groups would see the assigned
commercials. Afterwards, the researcher would find ways to determine any changes
in the attitudes and behaviors regarding smoking of those in the experimental group
compared to those of the control group (which did not see the experimental ele-
ments) and whether these have supported the hypothesis. The results would lead
the researcher to draw certain conclusions about the usefulness of the hypotheses
(or of the elements in the commercial) for getting smokers to change their attitudes
or behavior.

Quantitative and Qualitative Research The experiment is only
one form of empirical research used by scholars attempting to explore the social
implications of mass media. It can be classified as one of the quantitative
research methods. The phrase quantitative research merely means that the
researcher collects and reports data in numerical form. In an experiment of the
sort mentioned above, investigators typically gauge the attitudes and behaviors
of their subjects by asking them to fill out questionnaires or series of questions
with answers that can be translated into numbers. (For example, 1 may stand
for “doesn’t smoke cigarettes,” while 5 stands for “smokes four or more cigarettes
per day.”)

Another popular form of quantitative empirical research involving people is
the survey. A quantitative survey is a research tool that involves systematically
asking questions of a population of people and then presenting numerical tallies
of the results (see Figure 4.1). A researcher could conduct a survey, for example,
of parents whose households are connected to the Web. Since millions of families
in the United States fit that description, survey researchers take a sample of the
population. A sample is a subset of a population that is selected through system-
atic methods in such a way that the answers from the subset can be considered
generalizable to the entire population of concern.

Not all quantitative empirical research relating to mass communica-
tion involves people. Researchers who study mass media content often use a
method called content analysis that is quantitative but that counts aspects of
media products rather than aspects of individuals. Content analysis is a technique
that allows a researcher to systematically choose a sample of mass media
material and examine certain aspects of that material. The results are presented
quantitatively; for example: “Twenty percent of local news stories involved
fires and 20 percent involved robberies, but only 15 percent involved city
government.”

Now let’s turn things around a bit: not all empirical research is quantitative.
Mass communication researchers conduct a lot of research that is empirical (that
is, it systematically examines aspects in the world at large) but is qualitative.
Qualitative research involves making sense of an aspect of reality by showing how
different parts of it fit together in particular ways. One example is an historian
who sifts through an enormous number of government documents to reach an
understanding of the formation of the Federal Communications Commission.
Another example is a person who watches every American movie since 1960 that



/ Joseph Turow/Annenberg Public Policy Center \
The Internet and the Family 2000 Survey

PARENTS VERSION—Posted Unweighted Data’

Hello, my name is from a national public opinion research company. We are conducting an important study for

the University of Pennsylvania about families. Let me assure you that this is not a sales call, and the answers you provide are strictly confidential and will

only be used together with those of other respondents

S1 We're interested in the kinds of things people use in their homes S2 Does any one in your household use a personal computer at home
today. As | read to you a short list of things some households to connect to the Internet for e-mail or any other purpose—that is,
have, please tell me whether you have one in your home. to go online?

a. A microwave oven? YES e 98%

Yes 98%
No 2%

b. AVCR?

Yes 99%
No 1%

c. A PCor personal computer?

Yes 100%

2. How many children between the ages of 8 and 17 years of age are living in your household?

One 48%
Two 36%
Three 12%
Four 3%

Five or more . 2%

3. May | please speak to either the mother, father, or guardian of the children 8-17 currently living at home?
Yes 100%

4. Do you have a second phone line or cable connection in your home that you use primarily for connecting to the Internet?
Yes 46%
No 54%

5. Have you personally ever gone online, that is, used the Internet, the World Wide Web, or e-mail? IF YES: Is that for e-mail only

or do you do other things on the Internet as well?

E-mail only .... 21%
Other Internet (with or without e-mail) ...... 74%
Neither 6%

6. How would you characterize your abilities to go online or navigate the Internet? Would you say you are a beginner, an intermediate user,

an advanced user, or an expert user?

A beginner 26%
An intermediate USer ..........c.coeueueueeee. 6%
An advanced USer ..........ccccccoceieininennnae 21%
AN eXPErt USEr .....cccoeeueeeeiiiienieicireians 7%
DON't KNOW ...t &

7. In the past month, how many times did you go online from (READ EACH ITEM)—did you go online every day, every other day, every few days,
a few times during the month, or one or two days? Based on those who go online n = 945

Work Home  Other places
Every day 30% 37% 3%
Every other day 6% 17% 2%
Every few days 7% 18% 3%
A few times 6% 1% 6%
One or two days 4% 6% 5%
Don't know (do not read) 1% k. 2%
None (vol.) 39% 4% 74%

iness otherwise noted, unweighted base = 1.001 /

Figure 4.1 Continued ...




mww long has your family had an online connection at home? \

Less than six months 14%
Between six months and a year 17%
More than a year, but less than two years 22%
More than two years 46%
Don't know (vol.) 1%

9. There are a number of positive things that people say about the Internet. Please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, neither agree
nor disagree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree when it comes to the following statements:

Strongly Somewhat Neither Somewhat Strongly DK
Agree agree agree nor disagree disagree (Vol.)
disagree

a. The Internet is a safe place for my children to

spend time 50 1% 39% 10% 23% 16% 1%
b. Access to the Internet at home helps my children

with their school work 89 63% 26% 3% 4% 4% 1%
c. The Internet can bring my children closer to

community groups and churches 40 14% 26% 15% 23% 20% 3%
d. Online, my children discover fascinating, useful

things they never heard of before 85 50% 35% 4% 7% 2% 1%
e. People worry too much that adults will take

advantage of children on the Internet 59 29% 30% 5% 16% 19% 1%
f. The Internet can help my children to learn about

diversity and tolerance 66 29% 37% 13% 1% 8% 2%
g. Children who do not have Internet access are at a

disadvantage compared to their peers who do have

Internet access 74 42% 32% 4% 13% 9% d

10. There are a number of concerns that people express regarding the Internet. Please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree,
neither agree nor disagree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree when it comes to the following statements:

Strongly Somewhat Neither Somewhat Strongly DK
Agree agree agree nor disagree disagree (Vol.)
disagree
a. Children wh_o spgnd too rT\uch time on the Internet 16% 26% 12% 2% 21% 4%
develop anti-social behavior 42
b. | often worry that | won't be able to explore the Web 10% 15% 8% 259% 2% 1%

with my children as well as other parents do 25

c. | am concerned that children give out personal
information about themselves when visiting web 44% 30% 4% 9% 1% 1%
sites or chat rooms 74

d. Families who spend a lot of time online talk to

0y 0y 0 0 0 0,
each other less than they otherwise would 57 257 A% B 222 (o 2%
e. lam concerngq t‘hat my child/children might view 48% 24% 4% 1% 13% *
sexually explicit images on thelnternet 72
f. 1am concerned that my child/children might view o © o o o
violent images on the Internet 67 S22 224 I L2 B y
g. Going online too often might lead children to 27% 32% 6% 18% 17% 1%

become isolated from other people 59

h. My children's exposure to the Internet might
interfere with the values and beliefs | want to 18% 24% 7% 23% 27% b
teach them 42

\

Figure 4.1 continued

This excerpted survey on the Internet and Family was conducted by Joseph Turow and the University of
Pennsylvania’s Annenberg Public Policy Center in January and February 2000. The survey was completed via
telephone interviews that were conducted with a nationwide cross-section of 1,001 parents who have children aged

8 to 17 in homes with Internet connections, and 304 children aged 10 to 17 (half of which were selected from
families in which the parents were also interviewed).

portrays homosexuality and writes a book that charts the treatment of this theme

in U.S. films.
Like quantitative research, qualitative research often relies on sets of concepts
frameworks sets of (sometimes called frameworks) to guide understanding. The historian may be
concepts that guide exploring whether ideas about the influence of business on government regulation

understanding make sense when looking at the formation of the FCC. The scholar studying homo-
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sexuality in U.S. films may draw on literature about minorities in American cul-
ture to help her make sense of and organize her material.

Tools for Evaluating Mass Media Research

You may be asking yourself how anyone knows whether these experiments or sur-
veys or content analyses or historical studies really reflect reality; how can anyone
be sure that the research they read or that they help people conduct is worth seri-
ous attention? The answer is not simple. Everyone who is concerned about the
social implications of media—researchers, policymakers, media executives, and
members of the public—has to think critically about research. Over the decades,
researchers have developed a variety of ways for trying to think about the draw-
backs of research findings.
Here are some topics to think about when you read about research:

The nature of the sample. If the study has used a sample (of people or of con-

tent), how representative is it of the group about which the researcher is draw-

ing conclusions? If the researcher studies teenagers and claims that his findings

apply to the entire U.S. population, that’s a problem. If a researcher studies

situation comedies and claims that her findings apply to all of TV program-

ming, that’s a problem. These samples simply don’t seem to be applicable to

the larger group.

The size of the sample and the way it’s collected. Statisticians have determined

how many people must be studied if a survey is to be reflective of a larger

population. They have also devised methods for systematically determin-

ing which people are to be included in and excluded from samples. Similarly,

researchers who conduct experiments have developed careful, systematic

ways of choosing subjects. Does the research you are reading discuss

these issues?

The design of the study. What do you think about the way the study was set

up? If it is a qualitative study, what do you think about the way the researcher

posed the issues and went about gathering evidence for answers? If it is a quan-

titative study—a survey, an experiment, or a content analysis, for example—

what do you think of the questions asked? One important point to consider

is whether they were leading questions. Leading questions imply the answers leading questions

the researcher wants in the way the questions are posed. For example, if [ask ~ questions that imply the
you, “Do you like to watch shows that are terribly violent?” you may feel that ~ answers the researcher
saying that you like violent shows will make you look bad to me. You might ~ Want in the way the
therefore say no even though you like violent shows. Research based on lead- questions are posed

ing questions is not very persuasive because one can never know whether peo-

ple answered the way they did in order to please the researcher or because they

believed what they said.

The reliability of the study. Researchers consider reliability an important attrib-

ute of empirical studies. When a study is called reliable, that means that the  reliable the results can be
results can be reproduced by repeating the conditions in the study. Another sur- reproduced by repeating
vey that asked the same questions and got a sample the same way would yield ~ the conditions in the study
basically the same findings, even though the specific people participating in the

sample would be different. If a study’s methods are unclear, or if the answers

to its questions depend greatly on the person asking the question, most people

would consider the study too ambiguous to be a reliable reflection of real-world

149



- UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF MASS MEDIA

validity the extent to

which the study accurately
describes circumstances as
they exist in the real world
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conditions. It pays to emphasize that this concern about reliability applies
mainly to empirical studies.

When it comes to conceptual research, we often place great value on the

unique interpretive abilities of philosophers or ethicists. We expect them to
show us how they arrived at their insights. We typically can judge whether or
not we accept their conclusions by looking at the bodies of knowledge they
brought together that stimulated their thinking, but we don’t expect that just
about anyone who had read the same materials could have come up with the
same ideas. Creativity, intelligence, logic and persuasion often take the place
of reliability when we judge conceptual research.
The soundness of the analysis. When reading the work of philosophers and
ethicists, we typically decide whether or not we accept their conclusions by
evaluating their analysis. We look at the bodies of knowledge they have
brought together and we judge how logical their thinking is in relation to that
material. The same approach applies to our evaluation of a researcher’s analy-
sis of his or her empirical data. We should ask whether the way the researcher
is analyzing the data makes sense from the standpoint of basic logic—for exam-
ple, whether a conclusion about a group’s use of television is really justified
by the numerical findings. We should also ask whether the researcher has ana-
lyzed the data well enough to understand truly what is going on. For exam-
ple, after dividing certain TV viewing data between men and women, the
researcher may conclude that gender is the great divider. A closer look at the
data, however, might disclose that the real difference is not men and women
in general but specifically between the Latino men and Latina women. Of
course, as a reader you wouldn’t have the ability to examine the researcher’s
data to find that out. But you should ask yourself what types of analysis the
researcher should have done and be suspicious if they haven’t been carried out.
The validity of the study. All types of studies ought to be judged in terms of
their validity. Validity refers to the extent to which the study accurately
describes the circumstances that exist in the real world. Determining this is
often more difficult, and more controversial, than it may sound. Consider a
researcher who wants to determine whether violent cartoons encourage chil-
dren to commit violence. The researcher decides to set up an experimental sit-
uation in which children are exposed to cartoon characters hitting each other
and are given the opportunity soon afterwards to hit dolls that look like those
cartoon characters. Another group of children, a control group, is shown a
nonviolent cartoon but is presented with the same dolls soon after seeing their
video. Her findings show that the children in the experimental group are far
more likely to hit the dolls and to hit each other while hitting the dolls than
are the children in the control group.

Assume that the researcher conducts all her work impeccably. The
nature of her sample, its size and the way it’s collected, the design of the
study—all these elements make for a study that’s elegant, with results that
are reliable. But, as a media literate consumer must still ask, are the results
valid? That is, can we believe that what the researcher has found in her exper-
imental situation has any relationship to what children would do in the
real world?

Those who say that it is not valid would argue that it’s unlikely that
children will find themselves in situations where dolls representing violent
cartoon characters show up near them right after they watch cartoons in
which these characters star. The naysayers would argue that it was this
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unlikely scenario and the excitement it caused
among the children that led to their hitting the
cartoon-character dolls and hitting each other
while hitting the dolls.

Those who say it is a valid study would
argue that although the scene the children
confronted after the cartoon isn’t exactly what
they see at home, many do have dolls repre-
senting cartoon characters at home and many
do have opportunities to copy the violence
that they see on the tube. Moreover, in their
excitement in copying the violence and action
they see in the cartoons, many may, in fact,
end up hurting (purposefully or not) the chil-
dren who are watching with them. www.gallup.com, website

of the Gallup organization,
which is widely regarded as
a conductor of reliable

CASE STUDY Evaluating a Scholarly Article

studies.

It takes some training to evaluate a scholarly article. The main thing to remember
is that just because a study has been published in an academic journal doesn’t mean H
that it is perfect. Sometimes, published articles have many flaws as well as good

points. Hone your scholarly reading skills in the following manner:

1 Read an article about an empirical study that is published in a scholarly jour-
nal such as the Journal of Communication, Journal of Broadcasting and
Electronic Media, Critical Studies in Media Communication, or Journalism
and Mass Communication Quarterly.

2 Write a summary of the main points of the article in a page or less, focusing
on the major questions, the theory the authors are working with to help under-
stand or address those questions, the method used to carry out the study, the
major findings, and the authors’ conclusions about what the study means.

3 Then evaluate what you like and don’t like about the study from the stand-
point of the features discussed in this chapter: the nature of the sample, the
size of the sample and the way it’s collected, the design of the study, the relia-
bility of the study, the soundness of the analysis, and the validity of the study.

4 In general, do you think the topics or questions that the author addressed are
important? Why or why not? How convinced are you that the way the authors
addressed those topics sheds an important light on the topics or questions?

The point here is not to scare you, but to alert you to what it means to be a liter-
ate consumer of mass media research. If you understand the basics of evaluating
research and you get an overview of the kinds of concerns media researchers have
had over the decades, you will be able to ask the right questions and critically eval-
uate the answers to those questions.

The Early Years of Mass Media Research
in the United States

To find the first major academic consideration of mass communication in the
United States, we must go back to the first two decades of the twentieth century—
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nearly one hundred years ago. Two major issues relating to the media preoccupied
the thinkers of the day. The first was the media’s role in helping to keep a sense of
American community alive. The second was the media’s role in encouraging bad
behavior among children—an issue that faded rather quickly, only to reappear
many years later.

Searching for Community: Early Critical
Studies Research

The early twentieth century was a time of enormous social change in American
society. The industrial revolution was in full swing, and factories were turning out
machine-made consumer products at low cost in numbers that had never been seen
before. Many of these factories were located in cities, and they drew millions of
workers who streamed out of farming communities in order to take advantage of
the higher salaries and better opportunities of urban life.

Even more numerous than the workers who came to the cities from U.S. farms
were the immigrants from central and eastern Europe who were teeming into
American ports looking for a piece of the American dream. For many, the dream
was a bit of a nightmare, at least at first. A large number of the newcomers, poor
and not knowing the English language, led a difficult, even hand-to-mouth exis-
tence that contrasted dramatically with the lives of the wealthy urban industrial-
ists of the day and the relatively modest, yet still quite comfortable, situation of
most nonimmigrants.

Social observers in this period considered this a very serious situation. It
wasn’t just the poverty that concerned them. They also worried that this new
urban, often non-English-speaking population who knew little of American
values would endanger the small-town democratic community that they believed
had characterized American society before the late nineteenth century. Could
the traditional sense of community—that shared sense of responsibility that peo-
ple felt toward their neighbors and their nation—be sustained in cities where so
few people knew or cared about one another? Could the torrents of immigrants
be brought into the mainstream of American society so that they considered its
values their own?

Now, you may not agree that the questions these social observers asked were
the correct ones. You may feel that these people were romanticizing small-town
communities. Or you might argue that those who already lived in the United States
did not have the right to impose their “American” values on the new immigrants.
These are quite legitimate objections, but at the turn of the twentieth century, many
people saw U.S. society’s biggest problems as preserving a sense of small-town com-
munity and making sure immigrants “assimilated.”

The pessimists among them concluded that there really was no hope; that
urban society, and especially immigrant urban society, would destroy the connect-
edness that they associated with small-town America. Drawing upon late nine-
teenth-century European writings on the dangers of the “crowd” (or the “masses”
as they were sometimes called), the prejudiced among them saw these urban crowds
as having dangerously irrational tendencies. There was, they felt, a good reason to
keep immigrants away from U.S. shores.

A Society of Shared Ideas How are the mass media related to this issue?
Well, a group of prominent sociologists at the University of Chicago argued pub-
licly and in their scholarly writings that it was precisely because of the mass media
that the situation in “mass society” was not nearly as bleak as some thought.



Professors Robert Park, John Dewey, and Charles Cooley suggested that the wide-
spread popularity of newspapers and magazines in the early twentieth century
allowed for the creation of a new type of community (see Figure 4.2).

These researchers argued that the media brought together large numbers of
geographically separated, diverse individuals who would otherwise be disconnected
from one another and from a common notion of society, and allowed them to share
ideas about the society without assembling in the same geographic area. They said
that if media firms acted responsibly, Americans could learn ideas that were essen-
tial to their democracy from their messages. Robert Park conducted a study of the
immigrant press in the United States, and concluded that, far from keeping the for-
eigners in their own little ethnic worlds, the immigrant newspapers were helping
people (over time) to acclimate to American society. Immigrants, he said, were
using their foreign-language media to learn how to be good citizens.

Cooley and Dewey were social philosophers. Their work tended to be concep-
tual rather than empirical. Park, a former newspaper reporter, was more empiri-
cally oriented. All three were the most prominent members of what became known
as the Chicago School of sociology. Many of their ideas are fresh and interesting

Latinos

ﬁ Retirees
Community
(audience) of

shared ideas

Media
messages
ﬁ Midwesterners

g The working poor

The influx of European

immigrants in the early
twentieth century caused
many social observers to
take a hard look at what
constitutes a community.

Figure 4.2

A New Type of Community
The media has the power
to bring disparate
individuals together by
broadcasting the same
notions of society to large
numbers of people who
might otherwise never
interact—thereby creating
a new type of community.
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propaganda messages
designed to change the
attitudes and behavior of
huge numbers of otherwise
disconnected individuals on
controversial social issues

154

even today. Not everyone agreed with them then (and not everyone agrees with
them now). Nevertheless, they were among the first U.S. academics to show how
systematically presented ideas and research about the mass media could feed into
important social issues.

Fearing Propaganda: Early Concerns
About Persuasion

At about the same time that Cooley, Dewey and Park were writing about the
possibility that mass media could help society maintain an informed democratic
public, other researchers were expressing strong concerns about unethical rulers
using the power of the mass media to reach huge numbers of people for undemo-
cratic ends.

Harold Lasswell, a political science professor at the University of Chicago, saw
mass media organizations as powerful weapons of persuasion because they reached
enormous numbers of geographically dispersed people in very short periods of
time. Never before in history had this been possible, Lasswell and other researchers
pointed out. They feared that powerful interest groups in a society would use mass
media for propaganda purposes. These researchers defined propaganda as mes-
sages designed to change the attitudes and behavior of huge numbers of otherwise
disconnected individuals on controversial social issues. Under the right conditions,
they feared, such propaganda would enable people in power to spread lies about
their opponents through the media and manipulate large numbers of people so that
they would act together in support of the views of the people in power (see Figure
4.3). Those in the society who opposed these rulers would be at a substantial dis-
advantage.

One reason that such fears abounded in the United States had to do with the
successful manipulation of newspaper reports and photographs by both the Allies
and the German government during World War I. The head of the U.S. propaganda
effort, George Creel, wrote a popular book, How We Advertised America (1920),
in which he boasted that expertly crafted messages—on billboards, on records, and
in movies—had moved huge numbers of people to work for the war effort. In addi-
tion, The Brass Check (1919), a book by the social critic Upton Sinclair, alleged
that major advertisers were demanding favorable coverage in exchange for their
purchase of ad space. Other reports detailed how public relations professions were
supporting the aims of major corporations by secretly planting stories that echoed
these corporations’ viewpoints in U.S. newspapers. Newspapers themselves, crit-
ics contended, skewed their coverage of certain events to support particular polit-
ical viewpoints.

Identifying and Analyzing Propaganda Many liberal thinkers of
the day saw these activities as fundamentally threatening to democracy, since cit-
izens often had no idea of the intentions behind the messages they were seeing and
hearing.

Some writers, such as the prominent journalist Walter Lippmann, argued that
the most important culprits hindering U.S. newspapers’ objective portrayal of the
world were not propaganda forces such as advertisers or public relations practi-
tioners.! Rather, said Lippmann, the culprits were U.S. journalists themselves.
Because they were mere mortals with selective ways of seeing things, and because
they worked in organizations with deadlines, restrictions on story length, and the
need to grab readers’ attentions, news journalists often portrayed predictably pat-
terned (stereotyped), limited views of the world. Lippman believed that this was
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Figure 4.3

Examples of Propaganda

When is propaganda really propaganda? The critical, media literate consumer must
learn to recognize that even persuasive material circulated by those who seem to be
“in the right” are pieces of propaganda all the same. These American (left) and
German (right) propaganda posters from World War Il show that both sides used
persuasive, even manipulative, messages to garner support for their side and anger
toward the opposition.

an important problem to examine and publicize because, he said, news sources
play a critical role in society. In a book called Public Opinion (1922), he argued
that the news media are a primary source of the “pictures in our heads” about the
vast external world of public affairs that is “out of reach, out of sight, out of mind”
(1922, p. 29). Lippman’s notion that the media create “the ideas in our heads”

about what is going on in the world is referred to as agenda setting. Many journal-  agenda setting the notion
ism professors in the 1920s and beyond picked up on Lippman’s theory of agenda  that the media create “the
setting as a justification for examining the content of newspapers and the work ~ ideas in our heads” about

what is going on in the

that people in the news business perform. ¥
wor

Other academic thinkers of the era were more likely to emphasize the propa-
gandistic aspect of the press. Academics of the 1920s and 1930s, such as Leonard
Doob, Alfred McLung Lee, Ralph Casey, and George Seldes, saw the importance
of systematically exploring the forces guiding media companies. They also saw
great value in analyzing media content. Their aim was to lift what they felt was a
veil of secrecy over what media firms did. They felt that by publicizing their find-
ings, they could help citizens to protect themselves from the undue power of media
organizations. They called the activity propaganda analysis.

Propaganda analysis involves the systematic examination of mass-media mes- propaganda analysis the
sages that seem to be designed to sway the attitudes of large populations on con-  systematic examination of
troversial issues. It is carried out through content analysis. Specially trained coders mass media messages that
examine a population of messages (articles, movies, radio shows) for elements that ~ Séem to be designed to
the researchers believe are significant. Say, for example, the analysts in the late 1930s ~ *"®Y th? attitudes of Iarge.
were concerned that U.S. newspapers were portraying the communist Soviet Union E?E:Slatlons on controversial
in unrelentingly negative ways that might harm chances for a United States-Soviet
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Figure 4.4

The Hypodermic Needle or
Magic Bullet Approach has
been used by researchers
as a punching bag to
illustrate what they believe
is a simplistic view of media
effects.
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collaboration against Hitler’s Germany. To find out what influential newspapers
were doing, the researchers might systematically examine two years of articles about
the Soviet Union in major U.S. newspapers. The researchers would be trained (and
tested on their ability) to note a variety of topics included in the coverage of that
country, from music to crime to politics. They would also be trained to mark spe-
cific details about those topics. After analyzing the findings, the researchers would
be able to come to quantitative conclusions about the messages about Russia that
major press outlets were presenting to large numbers of Americans.

Some writers on the history of mass communication research have suggested
that propaganda analysts took a magic bullet or hypodermic needle approach to
mass communication (see Figure 4.4). By this, they mean that the propaganda ana-
lysts believed that messages delivered through the mass media persuaded all peo-
ple powerfully and directly (as if they had been hit by a bullet or injected by a
needle) without the people having any control over the way they reacted. For exam-
ple, critics say that propaganda analysts believed that a well-made ad, an emotion-
ally grabbing movie, or a vivid newspaper description would be able to sway
millions of people toward the media producers’ goals.

Actually, the terms magic bullet and hypodermic needle are too simplistic to
describe the effects that propaganda analysts felt the media had on individuals. For
one thing, the propaganda analysts certainly did not believe that all types of mes-
sages would be equally persuasive. (They stated, for example, that audiences would
more likely accept messages that reinforced common values than messages that
contradicted common values.) For another, they emphasized that propaganda is
more likely to work under circumstances of media monopoly than when many
competitive media voices argue over the ideas presented. They believed, too, that
people could be taught to critically evaluate (and so not be so easily influenced by)
propaganda.

Nevertheless, it is true that propaganda analysts of the 1920s and 1930s tended
to focus on media producers and their output. They assumed that most members
of the society shared similar understandings of that output. They emphasized the
importance of this sharing of meaning and so didn’t focus on the possibility that
different members of the audience might interpret messages differently.

You may have realized that this emphasis on shared understanding also
describes the hope of members of the Chicago school of sociology that the new
media could help America overcome the problems of mass society. It was, however,
an emphasis that not all academic researchers agreed upon. Another way of seeing
media influence—one that suited very different social questions—was developing.

Media
messages
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Kids and Movies: Continuing Effects Research

By the mid-1920s, large numbers of parents, social workers and public welfare
organizations were worried about whether specific films might be negatively affect-
ing youngsters. Invented just a few decades earlier, the movies had become very
much a part of Americans’ leisure activities by the 1920s. As children and teenagers
became accustomed to moviegoing, adults fretted that the violence, sexual sugges-
tiveness, and misrepresentations of reality in many of the films they watched might
bring about a slew of problems in their lives. Among the ills suggested were bad
sleep patterns, improper notions of romance, and violent conduct.

These ideas may sound very modern to have been around as early as the 1920s.
You may know (and we’ll note later in the book) that in recent years television pro-
grams, comic books, video games, sports programs, the Internet, songs—as well as
movies—have all been accused of encouraging these same problems among U.S.
youth.

The Social and Psychological Effects of Films These early controversies over
movies marked the first time that social researchers carried out systematic research
to determine whether these accusations had any basis in reality. The most impor-
tant of these projects, formally titled Motion Pictures and Youth, is typically called
the Payne Fund Studies because a foundation called the Payne Fund put forward
the money for this wide-ranging exploration. The research effort was led by
Professor W. W. Charters of Ohio State University and was conducted by the most
prominent psychologists, sociologists, and educators of the day. The studies, pub-
lished in 1933, look at the effects of particular films on sleep patterns, knowledge
about foreign cultures, attitudes about violence, and delinquent behavior.

The researchers used a range of empirical techniques, including experiments,
surveys and content analysis. One especially interesting survey was qualitative: a
sociologist interviewed female college students about the extent to which and ways
in which movies had affected their notions of romance. A noteworthy experiment
was aimed at determining whether children who have seen violent films sleep more
restlessly than those who have seen only nonviolent films. The children in the exper-
iment were shown a movie featuring a lot of fighting, whereas those in the control
condition saw a film with no combat at all. To determine the effects of the films
on sleep, the researchers had the children sleep where they could observe them.
Among other aspects of the children’s sleep, the researchers measured their “rest-
lessness” by attaching equipment to their beds that would note how often they
moved and turned. They found that the children who had viewed the violent film
tossed and turned more than the ones who had not.

Some popular commentators in the 1930s suggested that the results showed
that individual movies could have major negative effects on all children—a kind
of hypodermic needle effect. Most of the Payne Fund researchers themselves,
though, went out of their way to point out that youngsters’ reactions to movies
were not at all uniform. Instead, these reactions very much depended on specific
social and psychological differences among children. A sociologist in the group,
for example, concluded that a particular film might move a youngster to want or
not want to be a criminal. The specific reaction, the sociologist found, depended
to a large extent on the social environment, attitudes, and interests of the child.

The psychologists in the group, for their part, pointed out that the way
children reacted to films often depended on individual differences in mental or cog-
nitive ability. So, for example, two researchers looked at children’s emotional reac-
tions to a film by hooking them up to instruments that measured their heartbeat
and the amount of sweat on their skin. They found that children varied widely in
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Contemporary parental
concerns about violence
and suggestiveness in video
games and other media
may date back to 1920s
worries about the effects
of the then relatively new
technology of film on
children.

social relations
interactions among people
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This sequence of images, which appeared in Look magazine in 1963, re-
opened the floodgates of public concern over the effects of media-depicted
violence. Media researcher Dr Albert Bandura shot this series of photos
during what is often referred to as his “Bobo doll research,” in which

children in a laboratory setting were observed behaving violently with a
blow-up Bobo doll after watching a film of people behaving violently.

emotional stimulation, and suggested
that differences in response to specific
scenes were caused by varied abilities
to comprehend what they saw on the
screen.

Social Relations and
the Media

At Columbia University’s sociology
department, beginning in the early
1940s, a new contribution to this
emphasis on people’s different reac-
tions to media materials emerged. It
was the idea that social relations—
interactions among people—influence
the way individuals interprete media
messages. The basic idea is straightfor-
ward: when people watch movies,
read newspapers, listen to the radio or
use any other medium, they often talk
with other people about what they
have seen or heard, and this can affect
what they think about what they have
just seen or heard. To understand how
media content affects one person dif-
ferently from another, then, we might
want to know whom they spoke with
about the material.
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Media Influence and Opinion Leaders Curiously, until the early 1940s
researchers didn’t think of placing social relations alongside individual social and
psychological differences as a major factor in helping determine the different under-
standings that people draw from the media. The point was made loudly, however,
by Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at Columbia. The discovery started in a large-
scale survey of the voting attitudes and activities of people in Erie County, Ohio,
about the 1940 presidential election.

Lazarsfeld and his colleagues interviewed four similar samples of approxi-
mately 600 people about their use of radio and newspapers as it related to the elec-
tion. The researchers split the people up in this way because they were exploring
a technique called a panel survey. In a panel survey, the same individuals are asked
questions over a period of time. The purpose is to see whether and how the atti-
tudes of these people change over time. In the early 1940s, panel surveys were an
innovative design. Lazarsfeld wanted to find out whether asking people questions
once a month during the election campaign (May to November) would lead to
their answering questions differently from the way they would answer if the inves-
tigators asked them questions a few times during the period, only once during the
period, or only at the end of the period. After comparing the answers given by the
four samples, Lazarsfeld concluded that surveying people every month did not
affect their answers. The good thing about surveying them every month, however
(despite its expense), was that the researchers could track the changes in the peo-
ple’s opinions regarding the candidates.

When the Columbia researchers concentrated on the roles that radio and news-
papers played in individuals’ decisions regarding the campaign, they found that
news about the race seemed to change few people’s voting intentions. However,
when Lazarsfeld and his colleagues turned away from the issue of direct media
influence to knowledge about the election, they got a surprise. The researchers
were struck by the importance of voters’ influence on one another. In short, vot-
ers who participated in the survey reported that instead of being exposed to the
election through news coverage, they learned what was going on through discus-
sions with friends and acquaintances.

Building from their data in a somewhat shaky manner, Lazarsfeld and his col-
leagues offered the two-step flow model (see Figure 4.5). This model states that
media influence often works in two stages: (1) media content (opinions and facts)
is picked up by people who use the media frequently, and (2) these people, in turn,
act as opinion leaders when they discuss the media content with others. The oth-
ers are therefore influenced by the media in a way that is one step removed from
the actual content.

As an everyday example, think of a friend whose taste in movies is similar to
yours and who is much more likely than you to keep up with the latest news about
films. When the movie companies put out new releases, he not only reads news-
paper and magazine reviews, but also checks the Web and reads the trade press.
At least once a week, over lunch, you and that friend talk about the new releases
and discuss the possibility of seeing “the best one” that weekend. Clearly, media
discussions of the new movies are influencing you through your friend. The two-
step flow is first from the various media to your friend and then to you.

Paul Lazarsfeld, his colleague Robert Merton, and other members of
Columbia’s sociology department went on to conduct several other studies on the
relationship between opinion leaders, the two-step flow, and the mass media. In
addition to these important works (which were influential because of their inno-
vative methods as well as because of their findings), the Columbia program con-
ducted research that looked at several aspects of the relationship between the media

panel survey asking the
same individuals questions
over a period of time in
order to find out whether
and how the attitudes of
these people change over
time

two-step flow model a
model, developed by Paul
Lazarsfeld and his
colleagues, that states that
media influence often
works in two stages: (1)
media content (opinions
and facts) is picked up by
people who use the media
frequently, and (2) these
people, in turn, act as
opinion leaders when they
discuss the media content
with others, who are
therefore influenced by the
media in a way that is one
step removed from the
actual content
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active audience the idea
that people are not simply
passive recipients of media
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uses and gratifications
research research that
studies how people use
media products to meet
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it asks (and answers)
questions about why
individuals use the mass
media
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Model of the Two-step Flow of Media Influence

Through their social relations research, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues found that media
messages often move in two distinct stages—from media organizations to opinion
leaders, and then from opinion leaders to opinion followers, through discussion and
interaction.

and their audiences. Increasingly, the conclusions of these and other researchers
emphasized the idea of the active audience. By active audience, they meant that
people are not simply passive recipients of media messages. Rather, they respond
to content based on their personal backgrounds, interests, and interpersonal rela-
tionships.

The best-known aspect of this research, which came to be known as uses and
gratifications research, studies how people use media products to meet their needs
and interests. The aim of this research was to ask (and answer) questions about
why individuals use the mass media. Underlying these studies is the belief that it
is just as important to know what people do with media as it is to know what
media do to people. You may remember that in Chapter 1 we discussed why peo-
ple use the media and raised such topics as enjoyment, companionship, surveil-
lance, and interpretation—all are ideas that sprang from scholarly writings about
the uses and gratifications people make of and get from the mass media.

Uses and gratifications research typically employs two research methods. One
method involves interviewing people about why they use specific media and what
kinds of satisfactions (gratifications) they get from these media. Often such research
involves a small population so that the research can be conducted in depth. The
second research method involves surveys that try to predict what kinds of people
use what media, or what certain kinds of people do with particular media.

Consider a researcher who is interested in whether computers in nursing homes
can enrich the lives of seniors. He might want to use both of these methods. One
way to start such a project would be to go to nursing homes that provide Internet
access and interview residents about the extent to which they use the Internet and
what they get out of it. You might object that such a small-scale study is not clearly
generalizable to other situations. You’re right about that, but the researcher might
sacrifice getting a representative sample of the population in return for the ability
to really learn the habits and ideas of these people. He then might test what he
learns in other circumstances or through large-scale surveys. In fact, the researcher
might want to use the survey technique to canvass nursing homes with Web access
around the country. One goal might be to find out whether certain characteristics
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Could These Results Have
Occurred by Chance?

of seniors—their age, their health, or their attitudes about the future, for exam-
ple—predict the kinds and extent of their Web use.

The Limits of Propaganda: Limited Effects Research

Amidst all this interest in how difficult it is for media to change people’s attitudes
and behaviors, even propaganda research was turned on its head. Remember how
powerful the propaganda analysts of the 1920s and 1930s considered the mass
media to be? Well, in the 1940s, social psychologists were pointing out that even
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media materials specifically designed to persuade people would succeed only under
limited circumstances and with only certain types of people.

World War Il and Cold War Research The issue was by no means just a
theoretical one. Propaganda became an important tool during World War II in the
1940s and during the height of the cold war with the Soviet Union in the 1950s
and 1960s. During the Second World War, military officials became especially inter-
ested in the ability of movies, filmstrips, and other media to teach soldiers about
the reasons for the war and to increase their motivation to serve. Research on the
power of these media was carried on as part of a wide investigation called The
American Soldier.

Because a soldier’s duty is to do what he or she is told, a team of social psy-
chologists under the leadership of Carl Hovland conducted careful naturalistic
experiments with large numbers of people, a task that is typically difficult to accom-
plish. A naturalistic experiment is a study in which randomly selected people are
manipulated in a relatively controlled environment (as in an experiment) without
knowing that they are involved in an experiment. Some (who make up the exper-
imental group) see the media message that is being evaluated, while others (the
control group) do not. Researchers ask both groups the same questions at differ-
ent points in time—usually before and after the experimental group sees the mes-
sage, but in some designs only afterwards. The researchers take care to separate
the questionnaire from the viewing so that the subjects don’t suspect the relation-
ship between the two. The before/after answers of the two groups are then com-
pared. This approach is typically more like “real life” than a typical experiment,
in which groups of randomly chosen subjects know that they are involved in an
experiment and often participate in a laboratory setting.

Hovland and his colleagues used a variety of techniques with different sub-
jects, but all were shown movies explaining America’s reason for entering World
War II. The 4,200 soldiers involved in the study were not told they were involved
in an experiment. Instead, they were told they were being given a general opinion
survey; the questionnaires they were given before seeing the film were different
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from those they received a week after seeing the film to disguise the real purpose
of the questionnaire. Some of the experimental groups were also given question-
naires nine weeks after seeing the movie to study the long-term effects of the film.
Control groups did not see the movies, but they were given questionnaires to fill
out to see if changes happened without their having viewed the movies.

What Hovland’s naturalistic experiments showed was how difficult it was to
change an individual’s opinions. As an example, consider the researchers’ findings
when they evaluated the effects of The Baitle of Britain (a short film that explored
in vivid detail how Britain fought bravely against the Nazis, why the United States
went to war to help Britain, and why it was necessary to fight to win) on men
enrolled in the military. The team found that the movie had strong effects on what
men learned about the battle; how much they learned depended on their educa-
tional background. When it came to convincing the men in the study that the British
and French were doing all they could to win, however, the film had much less effect;
few soldiers who were suspicious of the French and British before they saw the
film changed their opinion.

The film was also ineffective in strengthening the overall motivation and
morale of the soldiers. Specifically, one item on the questionnaire given after the
experimental group saw the film asked whether the soldiers preferred military serv-
ice at home or joining the fighting overseas. Only 38 percent of the control group
said they wanted to fight. For the film group—supposedly fired up by the film—
the comparable figure was 41 percent, not a significant difference.

After World War II, Carl Hovland took a position at Yale University and con-
tinued his focus on propaganda. His aim was to understand what kinds of appeals
could be more effective than others, all other aspects of the communication envi-
ronment being equal. His Yale Program of Research on Communication and
Attitude Change asked a wide variety of questions. Each of the program’s differ-
ent projects took a slightly different approach from one another, but the projects
typically used Yale University students as subjects. The students were exposed to
different experimental conditions and were asked to answer questions about the
conditions by filling out a questionnaire. In this way, the researchers explored (for
example) whether a spokesperson’s credibility made a difference. They also looked
at whether and when fear appeals were more persuasive than appeals that did not
use fear, and even whether an audience that was active in discussing the message
was more likely to be persuaded than one that just sat and listened.

The program yielded fascinating results that were undoubtedly used by cold
war propagandists and TV advertisers. But the studies were laboratory experi-
ments, conducted in an environment set up to encourage attitude or behavior
change in a statistically significant percentage of subjects.

Even Hovland himself agreed that the findings did not contradict what by the
1950s was the mainstream verdict about media influence: under normal circum-
stances, where all aspects of the communication environment could not be equal,
the mass media’s ability to change people’s attitudes and behavior on controver-
sial issues was minimal.

Consolidating the Mainstream Approach

The seeds planted by the Columbia School, the Yale School, and to a lesser degree
the Payne Fund Studies bore great fruit in the 1950s and beyond, as researchers in
many universities and colleges built upon their findings. We can divide these later
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