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Abstract
This paper examines the role of the social sciences in new strategic initiatives that are seeking to reform communication media. It explains the background of efforts to broaden media reform efforts from advocacy anchored largely in the reform of American broadcasting to a more global effort to address the convergence of media in ways that better serve the public interest, to be furthered through the promotion of a ‘democratic public sphere’. This is placed in the context of emerging trends in the convergence of digital media and in global media reform. A personal reflection on how a collaborative approach among social scientists, media reform groups and foundations could take forward these issues productively is outlined. 
Introduction: Media Reform to Build a Democratic Public Sphere
Media reform groups in the US are united in concern about undue commercial influence over information and communication media, particularly if, or when, it limits the diversity and quality of content and, thereby, the role of the media in governance and society. Such reform groups are most prevalent and active in the US, given its history of commercial broadcasting. However, there are other kinds of public-interest media groups in countries with more public-service and state-run traditions, together with an increasingly global network of media reform advocates struggling to build a more vital role for high-quality educational and other public media services that are widely viewed to be essential to democratic accountability and governance in modern societies.
 
A central concern of media reform in the US is the corporate control of major media and ‘communication’ institutions in general 
, and the concentration of private ownership of the mass media in particular. However, many other issues motivate a wide array of media activists and reform advocates, as illustrated in Box 1. 

	Box 1. Illustrative Initiatives Supported by Media Reform Advocates.a 

· Independent media v. commercially owned or supported media

· Insulating broadcasting from governmental or commercial pressure

· Anti-monopoly while not supportive of market-place competition per se
· Non-commercial revenue to support public media, such as tax credits or license fees

· Community, low-power television and other local and neighbourhood broadcasting and media access, including the Internet, Wireless Fidelity (WiFi) and other digital media
· Fairness in the coverage of political candidates, such as equal time

· Elimination, reduction and restriction of advertising directed at children

· Diversity and quality in journalism, news and broadcasting

aAdapted from McChesney and Nichols (2002). 


There has always been a close link between media reform and the social sciences, with media and other social scientists providing some of the major analytical foundations and empirical evidence used by media activists
. Early in 2005, the US Social Science Research Council therefore convened a workshop, on which this paper is based, that brought together program managers from major foundations, social scientists, grassroots activists and other media reform advocates and activists. Its aim was to support the development of strategic approaches to coordinate activities focused on reforming the media to better serve the public interest, defined as the creation of a ‘democratic public sphere’. 
The workshop was seen as a step towards building stronger linkages and more strategic approaches to shaping media reform for a future media landscape, which is likely to be: 

1. more connected with new digital media of communication, such as the Internet and related information and communication technologies (ICTs), which have supported such online alternative sources of non-commercial news as the Independent Media Center – ‘IndyMedia’ (http://www.indymedia.org/en/); 
2. more global in orientation, for example to embrace the internationalizing of media reform
 and the kinds of debates about the social implications of the growing use of the Internet being stimulated by, and conducted through, the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS)
;

3. still anchored in traditional grassroots media reform in local and national communities and the one-to-billions mass media; but also
4. broadened to support a ‘democratic public sphere’. 

Stronger linkages and synergies between initiatives in media reform advocacy and media policy research could further the objectives of the reform movement. More relevant and higher-quality research could better inform and stimulate policy debate and activities. A stronger media reform coalition might also be able to identify and support new research initiatives that are needed to address emerging media issues. However, the possible ways forward present an array of challenges and opportunities for the social scientists to work more effectively with an array of actors in the media reform movement. This essay identifies some of the major issues and offers some personal reflections on how they might be addressed by social scientists, foundations and media reform groups. 
A Democratic Public Sphere: Promises and Threats
Media reform is broadening to encompass an increasingly wide-ranging, but coherent, agenda. A prime task undertaken within this new and broad umbrella has been the support of a ‘democratic public sphere’, together with a variety of subsidiary goals and objectives. This entails at least four separate but interrelated elements: the public sphere; diversity; localism; and horizontal, democratic communication. All these elements are viewed as supportive of a concept of democracy that is generally defined as being more direct than representative forms because it empowers individuals and encourages greater grassroots influence. 
Key Dimensions of the Public Sphere

The concept of the public sphere is used in a number of ways by different media advocates. At times, the public sphere is equated with the public interest. It has also been linked to the concept of a ‘commons’, which involves a mix of private and public rights and responsibilities, as in an ‘information commons’ (Kranich 2004). 
Other times it is equated with non-market mechanisms – an alternative to private, commercial broadcast, print and online media. Sometimes it is used more rhetorically, as in arguing that communication is a ‘public right and public good’, in a similar way to notions of ‘public service broadcasting’ in Europe (Blumler and Coleman 2001). This treats communication media as a resource, such as for providing news or educational information, that would be available to everyone (not exclusive as with a paid subscription service) and whose value would not be depleted as others gain access to it. In fact, it could be argued that high-quality journalism gains value as it reaches more people. When allied to democratic processes that entail the right for people to express their views and to make those views as widely accessible – as ‘public’ – as possible, a virtuous cycle is created for the democratic public sphere. 
The fear is that new media, such as satellite television or the Internet, are redefining the boundaries of the public and the private in ways that could harm this public sphere. In Europe, for example, the development of commercial TV, particularly through cable and satellite, has been viewed as a challenge to public service broadcasting traditions because it creates major openings for private entrepreneurs and commercial content, such as through the use of low-cost American-sourced content to fill hundreds of new channels (Dutton et al 1987). Although the Internet has been viewed as an opportunity to create a new, global public sphere, threats are seen from the commercialization of the Internet, the decline of competition within the Internet industries (Noam 2003) and the rise of advertiser-supported and subscription online news and entertainment services. Moreover, the advent of new media has created fresh justifications for relaxing controls on the ownership of the older mass media of radio, television and newspapers. All these trends raise threats to free and open access.
Diversity

A second critical aspect of the media reformer’s conception of a democratic public sphere is diversity of content, ownership and employment. Major strands of media research focus on examining assumptions underpinning the relationships between media ownership and content. For example, early research on the impact of minority ownership in broadcasting challenged conventional assumptions that minority ownership would lead to more minority-oriented programming (Schement 1976). Market pressures often prove to be more critical than ownership.
Media researchers have tracked trends toward greater media concentration in broadcasting (Bagdikian 2004). While the relative concentration of the media, over time, remains a subject of controversy, such research provides a major basis for the media reform agenda. New media, like the Internet, provide opportunities for by-passing mainstream media, and thereby opening more channels to households and minorities. However, their existence has also provided justification for relaxing regulatory controls over ownership. 
Localism 

Free and open access and diversity of content, are often associated with efforts to support localism, a third key area. This was a major push in the early decades of multi-channel cable in the US, when new channels and local government franchising created the conditions for requiring cable providers to offer one or more channels for public and government access. Other technologies, such as low power television, WiFi and Internet radio
, open up similar potentials for supporting localism, such as through neighbourhood television. However, public access cable required individuals with the skill and motivation to produce programming, and often failed to find an audience. Likewise, most users of new media, like the Internet, are not involved in production of content, and most users view popular Web sites rather than local sites (Dutton et al 2005).
Horizontal Patterns of Democratic Communication
Finally, treatments of the democratic public sphere privilege horizontal as opposed to vertical networks of communication. Broadcasting is one-to-many and vertical, while the telephone facilitates one-to-one, horizontal communication. Horizontal networks enable grassroots and group communication better than vertical and, thereby, facilitate patterns of networking central to pluralist democracies (Laudon 1977; Dutton 1999: 49-69). In addition to the telephone, new media like the Internet tend to have the malleability to support more horizontal communication, such as with its peer-to-peer (P2P) capability for file sharing, as in music downloads through service like Kazaa (www.kazaa.com). It also makes it easier to create low cost sources of information through Web logs (blogs) and Web sites. 
However, the new media do not always support democratic networking. For example, the digital divide leaves many out of the network. Horizontal media can also be used to support one-to-many networks, as when broadcasters use texting or the Internet to obtain votes from viewers of entertainment or political programming. In such ways, the new media create a potential for more democratic communication, but close study of use in particular contexts is often required to determine the actual role played by the media in democratic structures and processes. 
Challenges Facing Social Science on the Democratic Public Sphere
As indicated in the previous section, conceptions of a democratic public sphere build on a tradition of media reform that has clear ties to research on communication technology and democratic participation. However, my participation in discussions on how social science can be more strongly integrated with media advocacy has suggested a number of challenges. 

Overcoming Stereotypes of Academics and Advocates
One barrier to closer collaboration is the dichotomous view of the academic and the advocate, almost as two cultures. Table 1 provides an oversimplified characterisation of this dichotomy, but one that comes close to the rhetoric of debates (Table 1). 

Table 1. A Dichotomous View of Roles and Attributes.

	Dimension
	Academics
	Advocates

	Knowledge Production
	Observation/evidence
	Praxis

	Use of Evidence
	Discovery
	Support Position

	Political Sophistication
	Low: Naïve
	High: Machiavellian

	Policy Relevance
	Low: Ivory Tower
	High: Engaged

	Theoretical Relevance
	High: Conceptual
	Low: Journalistic


Of course, certain academics and advocates approach being an embodiment of these stereotypes, but there are many other cases that defy these characterisations. For example, when Robert W. McChesney, professor of communication at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, invited members of his Free Press E-Activist list to a National Conference for Media Reform, he noted: 
“… Industry lobbyists are dedicating millions of dollars to lobby, litigate and lie their way toward rules that will bring Big Media more power and profits. We need your help to educate and mobilize millions of citizens to take on powerful corporations and defend the public interest.”

These are hardly the words of an academic sequestered away in an ivory tower. Not only are some academics, like McChesney, media reform advocates, but there is a wide diversity of actors in this media reform space. 
The Ecology of Advocates, Academics and Activists

There are at least five types of actors in a diverse ecology of activists, advocates and academics. Within each of these types there are a number of sub-categories (Box 2). Recognizing these multiple roles is important to efforts aimed at connecting academics and advocates, as each is a diverse lot. 

	Box 2. Types of Actors.

1. Academics: Hired Guns, Consultants, Public Interest Lawyers, Progressive Researchers, Researchers with a Policy-Relevant Theme, Academic Critics with Data, Policy Researchers. 

2. Activists: Grassroots Activists, Professional NGOs, Public Interest Advocates, Neo-Liberals, US and International Activists.

3. Foundations: Programme Managers, Donors, Staff.

4. Bridges: People – such as Engaged Academics and Organizations – and Events that bring Actors Together.
5. Specialists: the Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) Folk, the Activist focused on Broadcast Financing, the Academic engaged with the global information society through the WSIS.


With respect to academics, there are major differences – neither better nor worse, but different – between ‘progressive communication researchers’, such as McChesney, and academics whose research might have major policy relevance. For example, George Gerbner’s (1994) media effects research led him to a ‘cultivation theory’ on the role of popular television in cultivating a sense that we live in a more violent world than is the reality. His work not only has relevance to policy issues concerning television and violence, but he often advocates changes that address the problems in ways that are difficult to distinguish from the progressive communication research agenda.
 At the same time, he developed a research programme around his theoretical notions, and his policy advocacy flowed from his theory. These approaches are distinct from media critics who might marshal data to support their criticisms. Academics acting as public interest lawyers are another set of advocates. These lawyers often take on first amendment cases, such as by representing a client for little or no fees, to ensure that fundamental rights are protected. They are far from the academic consultants – so-called ‘hired guns’ – who are employed by organizations to support their case in the policy arena. 
Policy researchers are distinct from the hired guns, but some are highly theoretical and more focussed on publishing in peer-reviewed journals than in shaping policy or practice. Additional distinctions could be made on the basis of the respective fields in which academics specialize, such as from political-economy or law to cultural studies. 

Likewise, activists differ among themselves. One important distinction is between the grassroots activists, who are often unpaid volunteers, and the paid professionals working for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) engaged in media reform. Another is between activists immersed in a local or national setting, such as the US, as opposed to more international activists, working on a global stage, such as CIMA and CRIS (see endnote 1). 
There are other significant players. There are the representatives of foundations, each with different histories, networks and traditions tied to media reform. The head of a foundation can create or reorient foundation support, such as when the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation targeted innovations in health. Programme managers within the foundations often work to more set agendas, but they can shape their implementation and build important networks of funded projects. 
Distinct from the foundations are what might be called bridges. These individuals, organizations or events function in ways that tie different actors together. For example, foundations often support networking events, primarily aimed at bridging divides between their funded projects to enable them to share information and lessons learned. 

Another set of actors might be called the specialists. They are often focused on a single issue, such as intellectual property or the First Amendment. Their entry into media reform efforts is through their expertise in a specific area. For example, any meeting on the public sphere or information commons must have an expert in copyright and intellectual property since so much discussion revolves around the ownership of information. 
The Problematic Role of Research
Social science research can have a major impact on public policy. The impact of Daniel Bell’s (1974) notion of a post-industrial ‘information society’ has been enormous. Another dramatic case is the impact of the political-economy notions of the marketplace behind deregulation in the 1980s (Derthick and Quirk 1985). Ideas matter. That said, research or other forms of knowledge production can be problematic to advocacy in several respects. 

First, research is a multi-edged sword. It can provide resources for all sides of a debate, such as over whether a glass is ‘half-full’ or ‘half-empty’. Any research project could strengthen the position of various contenders in public policy, in ways that are not well determined in advance. 

A second, related, problem is that advocacy favours expressions of a case in black and white terms, while many of the issues of media research are complex and dependent on context and personalities. For instance, the thousands of studies that have been conducted on television and violence are cumulative in some respects but not in others: Do they also apply to video games or the Internet? How does the consolidation of multiple media channels, from broadcast TV and newspapers to Web sites and video games, affect the findings? Experts will disagree among themselves on such issues, as part of the normal academic process of testing ideas. But when these differences are aired in public arenas, their positions become increasingly polarized and areas of overlap or uncertainty are obscured.
Thirdly, one impetus behind the push for ‘progressive communication advocates’ is that research does not take place on a level playing field. Law and economics tend to dominate the media policy debates, and the media industry is better placed to gain access to legal and economic expertise. Nor are the skills in interpreting and using information evenly distributed. This is one impetus behind the push by media reformers to engage social scientists. 
Fourthly, research findings generally do not intrinsically favour one actor over others within the circumstances of a particular debate. The way such findings support or counter different positions often depends on how the policy debate is framed in terms of who needs to prove what to whom.
 Therefore the role of research is often taken out of the hands of social scientists and placed in the hands of the spin doctors in the media and different interest groups, who use the information to make their points.
Finally, not all policy debates are settled by empirical research. Many normative issues, such as freedom of speech in the US context, are matters of fundamental principle with the outcomes or decisions settled more by the circumstances of case law than the observed impact of particular actions. 

Bridging International Policy Divides

The workshop on which this paper is based primarily reflected the media reform movement that has been anchored in the USA, where the consolidation of commercial media has been a defining issue, along with First Amendment concerns. In contrast, European traditions of public service broadcasting have led to a focus more on the maintenance of such services in the face of challenges from commercial television and cable, satellite and new digital media. In other countries that have been, or still are, subject to state control of media, issues like government censorship and suppression of free speech are higher on media reform agendas. The growth of the Internet as a global communication medium has also been creating new areas of common international media concerns, such as that relating to copyright and IPR and the free flow of information and open access to it. A key challenge is to explore forms of international collaboration that develop a productive global dialogue that overcomes the significant cultural and national barriers to more international collaboration and communication. 

Ways Forward
Collaboration and Bridge Building
At times, academics are positioned as polar opposites to advocates, as discussed above. Foundations and advocates can then seem to be bent on converting the academic into an advocate or creating a hybrid – the ‘progressive academic’. 
For example, social scientists who are activists in a particular area are often held up as exemplary of the new progressive social scientist. Milton Mueller’s (2002) research on Internet governance informed his participation in the Internet governance community, which in turn, provided a basis for his research, creating a virtuous cycle that is rare among academics. So there are successful examples of such social scientists. However, this approach is not easily generalised. Research and advocacy have different time frames, different methodologies and different criteria of assessment and evaluation. 

Reference is made to the post-behavioural revolution in the social sciences to suggest that all social science is value-laden to some extent, so social science advocates are only being more honest about, by acknowledging, their political position in the policy debate. However, there are degrees of differences between advocates and independent efforts to conduct more objective social science research which critically examines the taken-for-granted assumptions of any position in a debate. When social scientists become advocates, they can lose much of their credibility which is anchored in their independence. So creating a new hybrid social science advocate is potentially self-defeating. 
While there are notable exceptions, both strategies – creating a hybrid or advocate social scientist – can undermine the most valuable contribution that academics can make to policy, and neglect major differences between the social sciences and policy advocacy. In contrast, collaboration could be a more valuable strategic approach to linking social science research and advocacy. 
Collaboration, such as an ad hoc coalition or virtual organization, could put activists together with academics who have the research, findings, skills and expertise that are needed on a specific issue within a particular context. Just as a film production organizes a collection of specialists, a similar virtual organization could support the production of knowledge for a democratic public sphere. If you convert an academic into an advocate, the independence, legitimacy and credibility of the academic is lost. 
This collaboration can be supported increasingly well through the technologies of distributed work, such as that enabled by the Internet, as shown by the use of distributed translation contributions to support IndyMedia. Collaborative work in the public sphere through the Internet has also been successfully supported by Wiki (http://wiki.org), a software system that allows users to freely create and edit Web page content using any Web browser. It has been used to create the Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org), a collective encyclopaedia that is editable by anybody at any time but has become respected as valuable source of information, on a par with traditional print encyclopaedias. Wiki is itself an example of public-sphere collaborative working, as it is ‘open source’ software based on contributions from distributed individuals with different skills and is available free, like Wikipedia. 

To foster collaboration, foundations and other potential bridge builders need to find ways to orchestrate initiatives that are not based within a particular organization. First, they can support bridge institutions and bridging events, such as forums that bring a diversity of actors together around a common problem. Support for visiting positions is another, where an activist might have the time to interact with researchers, or a practitioner might assist academics. Secondly, they can provide assistance to problem-focused (rather than theory-driven) research and other activities since this work in the arena of media reform is advantaged by multi-disciplinary research that brings together academics, policy-makers, practitioners and advocates/activists. Thirdly, foundations can support technologies and processes that could mine distributed knowledge, for example through the Web and the Internet. 
Taking account of the emerging global cyberspace
Two emerging and closely related developments are likely to extend and perhaps reshape future media reform agendas: digital convergence and the need to address a more international policy agenda. Together, they point to the need for more research to understand and bridge global media reform concerns in a rapidly changing media environment. 
For example, freedom of expression is a key political issue across the world, but in the US it may be discussed primarily as a First Amendment issue and elsewhere in terms of universal human rights, protection of public service broadcasting or anti-state censorship. Media reform is a more American agenda, while media policy and the democratic public sphere can be viewed as more international. The differences are not simply ones of language used, as the language reflects deep-rooted political visions and social and economic realities that have shaped media policies in different countries. In borderless global cyberspace, however, a new set of dynamics has been created where traditional forms of media governance based on national legislation and regulation are being challenged.  
In this spirit, a number of emerging global media issues are developing that could form the basis for much international collaboration. Given the growing significance of digital media, this would include what has been perceived of as the primarily technical issue of Internet governance, although this has expanded to cover wider social dimensions. These include: freedom of expression; IPR; open source, ‘permissive licensing’ and other new forms of copyright where authors and creators make their works more openly available while maintaining some ownership and control (e.g. see http://www.creativecommons.org); and issues related to the economic, geographical, age, gender and other divides in both access to ICTs and the capacity building needed to develop the knowledge and skills to use the technologies effectively.

The WSIS process has been a significant advance in showing the way ahead in dealing with these global and information society concerns through the collaborative participation of governments, business, NGOs and wider civil society (Siochru 2005). The CRIS campaign is an example of how this process has brought together media reformers and activists from countries around the world to try to find a common language and form of partnership to work together, both with each other and with other stakeholders. Space could open up in a context like this for a globally distributed but connected debate stimulated and informed by high-quality research, with the social scientist working in collaboration with media reform activists, advocates and foundations, rather than acting as a hired gun for one side or another. 
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Notes
� This paper is based on a synthesis of papers and discussion at ‘Necessary Knowledge for a Democratic Public Sphere’, a workshop of the Social Science Research Council, 1-2 April 2005 held in New York City. I thank Craig Calhoun, Joe Karaganis, and Malcolm Peltu for their comments on early drafts of this paper. 





� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.corporations.org/media/#reformgroups" ��http://www.corporations.org/media/#reformgroups� for a list of key media reform groups in the US and the main issues that concern them. Similar initiatives in other countries include Australia (� HYPERLINK "http://www.pcug.org.au/~terryg/media.htm" ��http://www.pcug.org.au/~terryg/media.htm�). The Center for International Media Action (CIMA) (� HYPERLINK "http://www.mediaactioncenter.org/" ��www.mediaactioncenter.org�) and Communications Rights in the Information Society (CRIS) campaign (� HYPERLINK "http://www.crisinfo.org/" ��www.crisinfo.org�) are examples of internationalized media reform groups. 





� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.theyrule.net/" ��http://www.theyrule.net/� for example.





� One of the most influential academic treatments of the issues surrounding media concentration has been the continuing editions of Ben Bagdikian’s (2004) study of ownership patterns of American media. Another and more recent influence has been the work of Robert McChesney (2000; 2002), who has written a history of the movement).





� An illustration of this effort to internationalize is the development of the.





� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.unesco.org/wsis" ��www.unesco.org/wsis� for more on the WSIS.





� The Youth Internet Radio Network (YIRN) is an example of supporting local groups, in part by providing them with the means to reach others around the world. See: � HYPERLINK "http://cirac.qut.edu.au/yirn/" ��http://cirac.qut.edu.au/yirn/�





� E-mail from Robert W. McChesney to the author sent 28 March 2005, with the subject: Nat’l Conference for Media Reform: Last chance for early discount. See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.freepress.net/conference" ��www.freepress.net/conference�





�  For example, see Gerbner (1994) at � HYPERLINK "http://www.context.org/ICLIB/IC38/Gerbner.htm" ��http://www.context.org/ICLIB/IC38/Gerbner.htm�





� This issue is developed by Napoli (2005). 
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